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This research examines how two prominent foundations (the Bill & Melinda Gates 
Foundation and Lumina Foundation) identify problems, develop potential solutions, and attempt 
to foster their adoption across states and higher education institutions. As foundations play an 
increasingly central role in shaping how education institutions are funded, how they deliver 
course content, structure academic programs, and deliver student support services, the 
importance of these questions increases as well. 
This study draws on interviews with current and former foundation employees, as well as 
interviews with actors in consulting, advocacy, policy and research organizations, and extensive 
document analysis, to look beyond the foundations’ financial investments to examine how 
foundations and their grantees develop policy goals, strategies, and seek to affect education 
policy through ideas, research, and advocacy. 
This study finds that foundations are undergoing a policy learning process, whereby they 
modify strategies based on new information, input from partner organizations, and past 
investments. Limits and challenges to this process are also observed. How foundations grapple 
with new information is important, because this study also finds that foundations are influential 
political actors within the higher education completion agenda. In partnership with intermediary 
organizations, foundations raise awareness of their goals, problem definitions, and solutions, and 
take an active role in seeking out support for their higher education agendas, affecting both state 
policy and higher education institutions.
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Chapter One: Introduction 
Over the last ten years, the college completion agenda has risen to national prominence as 
state and federal policymakers, think tanks, advocacy organizations, and private foundations 
have drawn attention to postsecondary completion rates. The resulting movement to increase the 
number of Americans with a postsecondary education is driven by several concerns: projections 
showing gaps between job requirements and educational attainment, the impact of low 
graduation rates on the country’s economy and global competitiveness, and completion equity 
gaps for underrepresented student population including students of color and low-income 
students. 
Of students intending to complete a bachelor’s degree who first enrolled in a public four-
year institution in fall 2008, 58 percent graduated within six years. Meanwhile, 20 percent of 
students who enrolled at public two-year institutions in 2008 graduated with an associate’s 
degree within three years (National Center for Education Statistics, 2017b). Completion numbers 
are even lower among underrepresented groups, including low-income students and students of 
color. The six- and three-year graduation rates from public universities and two-year institutions 
for black students were 41 percent and 10 percent, respectively, and for Hispanic students, the 
graduation rates were 52 percent and 17 percent.1  
In light of these completion numbers, politicians, policymakers, education reformers, 
advocacy organizations, and philanthropic foundations are voicing concerns about the efficiency 
and effectiveness of public postsecondary institutions and are advocating for reforms that will 
significantly change how institutions are funded, deliver course content, and structure their 
academic programs. One of the groups that is active within the completion movement is 
                                                          
1 These figures represent the graduation rates for students who are “first-time, full-time students” meaning those 
who are new to higher education and are enrolled in at least 12 credits each semester.  
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foundations. Foundations fund many college completion initiatives and seek to influence the 
direction of higher education reform efforts via interaction with state and federal policymaking, 
by working with partner intermediary organizations, and through their own advocacy efforts. 
Twenty-first century philanthropic foundations can focus significant resources promoting policy 
problems, and funding the adoption, implementation, and evaluation of new education policies. 
As such, their targeted and strategic approach to grant making has the potential to impact both 
the direction and nature of education reform in K-12 and higher education.  
Within K-12 education, foundation intervention was central to the adoption of standards-
based school reforms such as No Child Left Behind (Hoffman & Schwartz, 2007) and more 
recently, the Common Core State Standards (Layton, 2014; Simon, 2014). Moreover, 
foundations are active in promoting and funding the school choice movement, supporting both 
the design and implementation of market-based school systems as well as policies aimed at 
improving teacher quality, including more rigorous teacher evaluation systems, teacher merit 
pay, and alternative teacher certification programs (Bulkley, Henig, & Levin, 2010; Reckhow, 
2013; Scott, 2009). In higher education, foundations support new forms of state higher education 
funding (Dougherty & Natow, 2015) as well as policies and programs designed to improve 
college readiness, including the state-level redesign of developmental education (L. S. Hall, 
2017; Kalamkarian, Raufman, & Edgecombe, 2015). 
Purpose of this Study 
Despite the growing visibility of the completion agenda, there is a notable lack of 
research on how actors within the movement describe the causes of low completion rates, how 
they identify strategies for improving completion, and how various reformers interact with each 
other and with higher education institutions. Moreover, despite the frequent mention of 
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foundations in the completion movement, there is little analysis of how foundations make 
decisions about their higher education agendas, how foundations interact with the policymakers, 
intermediary organizations and higher education institutions, and how they perceive their role 
within the movement. There are practical implications to these questions as well. According to 
surveys of Gates Foundation grantees, respondents gave low scores when asked about the 
“clarity and consistency of communication” from the foundations. For example, 46 and 48 
percent of respondents gave the foundation mixed to unfavorable scores for about “how clearly 
the foundation communicated its goals and strategy” in 2013 and 2014 respectively (Bill & 
Melinda Gates Foundation, 2014, p. 7). Further, 51 percent of respondents gave the foundation 
mixed to unfavorable ratings to the question of “how clearly did foundation staff explain to you 
how your grant contributed to the larger goals of the foundation” (Bill & Melinda Gates 
Foundation, 2014, p. 7).  
Recent studies have explored where foundations make financial investments, how this 
giving has changed over time, and how investment strategies correlate with foundation policy 
goals (Hall & Thomas, 2012; Reckhow, 2013). However, in education, the amount of foundation 
funding is small compared to the funding schools and higher education institutions collect from 
student tuition and the state and federal governments (Bacchetti & Ehrlich, 2007; Clotfelter, 
2007; Greene, 2005). Hence, this study looks beyond financial investments to explore how 
foundations develop and shape higher education policy through ideas, research, advocacy, and 
building networks. Specifically, I am interested in how foundations identify problems in 
education, develop policy solutions, build coalitions, and attempt to foster their adoption across 
states and higher education institutions. These questions are essential given the growing 
4 
prominence of the completion agenda as well as the increasing centrality of foundations to 
education policymaking.  
This study asks the following questions: 
1. What are the foundations’ goals for the higher education and how did they develop these 
goals?  
2. How do foundations identify problems in higher education and develop solutions to 
address these problems?  
3. How do foundations engage with policymakers, intermediary organizations, and higher 
education institutions to advance their problem definitions and proposed solutions?  
4. What is intermediary organizations actors’ assessment of the foundations’ higher 
education agendas? 
By focusing on the role of foundations within the movement, this study will contribute to 
the growing body of work on the policymaking role of education philanthropy. The enthusiasm 
among foundations to try new strategies highlights their desire to disrupt existing practices with 
new policy solutions. Although current research highlights the various strategies foundations 
undertake to affect public policy, it remains unclear how foundations develop these strategies 
carry out these strategies for engagement with the broader higher education field. 
A Brief History of Foundations 
As the preceding discussion observed, foundations are important policy actors in debates 
over the direction and substance of education reform. However, foundations have not always 
been as engaged in policy discussions. The following discussion presents a brief overview of the 
history of foundations, including how their behavior has changed over time, and how 
foundations approach investments and grantmaking today.  
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A foundation is “a non-governmental entity that is established as a nonprofit corporation 
or a charitable trust, with a principal purpose of making grants to unrelated organizations, 
institutions, or individuals for scientific, educational, cultural, religious, or other charitable 
purposes” (Foundation Center, 2015). This definition encompasses two types of foundations: 
private foundations and grant-making public charities. Private foundations are established by a 
family, individual or a corporation, and include organizations such as the Ford Foundation and 
the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation. The second type of foundation is public grant-making 
charities, or public foundations, which draw broad financial support from several sources 
including individuals, government agencies, and other foundations. Public foundations are non-
profit organizations and public charities that commit a portion of their annual spending on grants. 
Example of public charities include the Helios Foundation and the United Way. One important 
distinction between private foundations and public charities is that within the guidelines of the 
Internal Revenue Service, the later “may lobby freely” while private foundation may not.2 The 
present study focuses on private foundations.  
The history of American philanthropy can be divided into several phases, beginning with 
the industrialists of the late 19th century and early 20th century (Dowie, 2001; Lagemann & de 
Forest, 2007; Zunz, 2012). Each period is categorized by philanthropists who believed that they 
could improve on past charitable efforts by addressing social problems in new and more effective 
ways (Lagemann & de Forest, 2007). For example, the Carnegie Corporation of New York 
(founded in 1911), the Rockefeller Foundation (1913), and the Russell Sage Foundation (1907) 
were established as non-denominational organizations in the early 1900s and sought to address 
the root causes of major social problems.  
                                                          
2 The federal regulation regarding restrictions on lobbying by private foundations versus public charities are 
available in 55 Fed. Reg. 35,579, 35,584 (Bolder Advocacy, 2012b, 2012a). 
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This era of “scientific philanthropy” marked a change from the giving strategies of 
nineteenth-century protestant charities. The newer foundations saw charitable giving as 
temporary fix, one that would not lead to lasting improvements in the lives of its recipients 
(Hammack, 1999; Karl & Katz, 1987; Lagemann & de Forest, 2007). As such, the new 
foundations focused on building systems and public institutions that would further knowledge 
development and acquisition (Dowie, 2001). In their support of science over religion, these early 
foundations were involved in the development of the modern American research university and 
financed the creation and dissemination of research to address social inequalities (Fisher, 1993; 
Geiger, 2004).  
The behavior of private foundations has continued to evolve. As with past generations of 
philanthropists, 21st century philanthropists seek to disrupt the norms of older styles of 
philanthropy, which they view as ineffective at improving social conditions (G. W. Jenkins, 
2011; Parker, 2015; Scott, 2009). Applied to education, they believe that traditional philanthropy 
has not produced widespread positive impacts despite large investments in education institutions 
and systems. Critics charge that traditional philanthropists were too close to the educational 
establishment—including teachers unions and school boards—and that as a result, their grants 
only supported the status quo (Hess, 2005; Scott, 2009). 
An important distinction between the older and newer foundations stems from giving 
strategies and their own expectations of the impact of the investments. The older foundations 
generally practiced more open-ended giving by accepting and reviewing proposals submitted by 
individual organizations that fell under broad areas of interest to the foundation (Reckhow, 2013; 
Scott, 2009; Zunz, 2012). Modern philanthropists, who are often described as practicing 
strategic, advocacy, or venture philanthropy, are more likely to seek out individuals and 
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organizations in which they can invest, and then expect returns on those investments. According 
to numerous foundation websites, including the Gates Foundation and the Broad Foundation, 
unsolicited proposals for education grants are no longer accepted. Instead, philanthropists today 
are deciding “what they wanted to accomplish, how they wanted to accomplish it, and which 
organizations were appropriate recipients of their largesse” (Reckhow, 2013, p. 199).   
In reviewing the literature on 21st century grantmaking strategies, three trends emerge.  
First, philanthropists appear increasingly skeptical that public education institutions—including 
K-12 and higher education—are by themselves capable of improving student achievement (Hall 
& Thomas, 2012; Jenkins & McAdams, 2005). Moreover, there is a sense that regardless of how 
much money foundations invest in public education, it amounts to an “immaterial” percentage of 
what states and districts (in K-12) or parents and students (in higher education) spend on 
education and is therefore not a wise investment (Greene, 2005; L. Jenkins & McAdams, 2005, 
p. 153). As such, foundations are often giving a smaller percentage of their giving directly to 
school districts and higher education institutions (Hall & Thomas, 2012; Reckhow, 2013).  
As giving to public education institutions has decreased, giving to intermediary 
organizations has increased. An intermediary organization can be an advocacy group, policy and 
research organization, a teachers union, think tank, parent group, or lobbyist, but are 
characterized by their ability to reach a wide range of organizations, disseminate best practices, 
and produce, promote, and utilize research evidence in support of their agenda (DeBray, Scott, 
Lubienski, & Jabbar, 2014; Scott & Jabbar, 2014). Intermediaries may be involved in developing 
policy, coordinating action, gaining buy-in for reforms, or conducting research. Foundation 
investments in intermediaries can be traced back to the 1960s and Ford Foundation’s support of 
community organizations during the decentralization efforts in New York City schools in the 
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1960s (Podair, 2004). What is new, however, is the trend towards reallocating resources away 
from schools and into these organizations.  
Third, foundations are focusing their giving on organizations operating at the state and 
national level, which reflects an eagerness on the part of foundations and philanthropists to 
engage in politics and public policy (Bishop & Green, 2008; G. W. Jenkins, 2011; Robelen, 
2010; Scott, 2009). Recent research observed that foundations engage in public policy by 
targeting investments to advocacy and policy groups, building networks of policy supporters, and 
investing in strategies and media partnerships that can affect public and political sentiment 
(Ferris, Hentschke, & Harmssen, 2008; Reckhow, 2013). At the state and federal level, the 
support of think tanks, policy and research organizations and lobbyist organizations is an 
effective tool for bringing the attention of policymakers to certain problems. Allan C. Golston, 
the President of the Gates Foundation’s United States program told the New York Times in 2011 
that the foundation “learned that school-level investments aren’t enough to drive systematic 
changes...the importance of advocacy has gotten clearer and clearer” (Dillon, 2011). 
Across the research on foundations described above, there is an absence of attention to 
the processes that take place within foundations, including how they define the problem of low 
college completion rates, the causes of low completion, their goals, and strategies for meeting 
these goals. Therefore, this study will explore the processes by which foundations approach 
problem ideation, solution generation, and engagement with partner organizations and the 
policymaking process. Moreover, this research will analyze how foundation actors make sense of 
past attempts to improve education, and whether and how these past experiences influence future 
investments and strategies. 
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Definitions 
Those involved in higher education reform use many different terms to discuss their 
work. For purposes of this study, I am defining elements of the foundations’ higher education 
agenda as follows:  
 Goals: The foundations’ overarching or ultimate goals that would result from increasing 
college completion or attainment.  
 Targets: The numerical goals the foundations establish for increasing college completion 
or attainment.  
 Social Problem: The social condition or conditions that the goal is addressing.  
 Causes of the Problem: The conditions or factors that that produce the perceived social 
problem.  
 Strategy: The overall changes that the foundations propose to address the causes of the 
social problem. 
 Reforms/Tactics: The more specific elements of the foundations’ strategies (e.g. 
performance funding, developmental education, digital learning, etc.). 
 Theory of Change: How the foundations plan to implement their chosen reforms and 
secure change in their policy targets (i.e. higher education institutions, states, etc.). 
Chapter Overview 
 The following provides a summary of each chapter.  
Chapter Two: Literature Review and Theoretical Framework 
 The first part of Chapter Two reviews existing research on three main topics relevant to 
the present study. They are 1) the college completion agenda; 2) how philanthropy affects, or 
seeks to influence, education policymaking in both K-12 and higher education; and 3) higher 
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education policymaking. In each of these three categories, I will review the main questions asked 
and answered by the current research and describe the limitations of the current research with 
regards to addressing the questions posed by the present study.  
 Part two of this chapter builds a conceptual framework for studying the politics of college 
completion and the policymaking role of foundations. Drawing upon several policymaking 
theories including the Advocacy Coalition Framework, the Policy Entrepreneurship Perspective, 
as well as elements of Deborah Stone’s theories of political decision-making. At the end of this 
chapter, I outline a theoretical framework through which the foundations’ development of their 
higher education agendas—as well as their interactions with the broader higher education field—
can be viewed and analyzed.  
Chapter Three: Methods  
Chapter Three outlines this study’s research design and methodology. To investigate the 
goals of the college completion agenda, and the policymaking role of foundations and their 
partner organizations, this study includes case studies of the two largest foundations investing in 
higher education reform: the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation and Lumina Foundation. This 
research draws on interviews current and former foundation staffers as well as actors from a 
variety of intermediary organizations that are funded by the foundations and are active within the 
higher education completion movement. The interviews with intermediary actors provide another 
perspective on the foundations’ decision-making processes, as well as how they interact with 
each other. In addition to interviews, data for this study also come from an extensive document 
analysis of the foundations’ strategic plans, speeches, blogs, reports, and other public statements 
made by the foundations and foundation leaders. I will expand upon the cases, data collection 
and analysis strategies in Chapter Three.  
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Chapter Four: Foundations’ Goals for Higher and Postsecondary Education and How 
They Plan to Reach Them 
Chapter Four presents findings related to research questions one and two. This chapter 
analyzes the foundations’ goals, what they each see as the causes of low rates of college 
completion, and their strategies for reaching their goals. This chapter draws on the concept of 
policy learning to examine how the foundations’ strategies have changed over time and what 
informed those changes. After describing the findings related to each foundation, this chapter 
compare findings between these two organizations and draws out similarities and differences in 
their goals and strategies for meeting these goals. Finally, this chapter ends with an analysis of 
the college completion goals of the foundations and identifies how certain assumptions about 
these goals and problems they are trying to address may lead to potential obstacles and 
unintended impacts. 
Chapter Five: The Foundations’ Theory of Change for Higher Education Reform and 
Institutional Redesign  
Chapter Five discusses findings related to research question three. While the previous 
chapter discussed the internal processes through which the foundations establish goals and 
strategies, this chapter focuses on how the foundations go about implementing that change 
agenda. The first part of this chapter discusses the Gates Foundation’s theory of change followed 
by Lumina Foundation. The third part of the chapter analyzes similarities and differences in their 
approaches to enacting higher education reform. This chapter also finds that while both 
foundations work with state political and higher education leaders as well as with intermediary 
organizations to effect change at the institution level, they have different perceptions of their 
own role in the change process.  
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Chapter Six: Intermediaries’ Assessment of the Foundations’ Higher Education Agendas, 
the Role of Intermediary Organizations, and Critiques of the Foundations’ Agendas 
While the previous two chapters detailed how two foundations develop their higher 
education agendas and plans for improving the attainment or completion rates across the country, 
this chapter, which is based on interviews with 17 individuals at 14 different intermediary 
organizations, discusses the intermediary actors’ assessment of the foundations’ higher education 
agendas. As part of this analysis, this chapter includes the intermediaries’ description of how 
they influence the foundations, as well as the intermediaries’ critique of the foundations’ 
agendas. Finally, the chapter closes with a discussion of the intermediary actors’ goals for the 
completion movement, the causes of low college completion, and their strategies for 
improvement. In many ways, the intermediary actors’ perceptions of the foundation’s agenda are 
in line with the foundations’ own description of their goals and strategies for higher education 
reform. However, the intermediary actors raised questions about aspects of both foundations’ 
agenda, including the Gates Foundation’s preference for technology-based reforms, and Lumina 
Foundation’s focus on achieving Goal 2025.   
Chapter Seven: Discussion and Policy, Practice and Research Implications for the 
Completion Agenda 
This final chapter provides an analysis of the foundations’ higher education agendas. 
Following a review of the key findings, this chapter returns to the theoretical framework and 
analyzes how well the theories of policy change fit the policymaking processes that occur within 
the foundations and the interactions that occur between foundations and other higher education 
reform actors. This analysis both applies and extends the two main theories used in this research, 
the Advocacy Coalition Framework and Policy Entrepreneurship. Next, drawing on research 
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around the social and economic returns of higher education, I consider how a different 
interpretation of the issue of higher education completion, its causes, and strategies for 
completion could result in a higher education reform movement that would look quite different. 
The fourth main section of this chapter discusses the implications of this research for policy and 
practice, followed by a discussion of the limitations of this research and suggestions for future 
work in this area. 
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Chapter Two: Literature Review and Theoretical Framework 
Introduction 
This goal of this study is to describe and analyze policymaking processes within the 
college completion agenda, with a particular focus on private foundations. To theoretically and 
descriptively place this study within the existing body of literature on the completion agenda and 
education philanthropy, this review proceeds in four parts. I start by describing the completion 
agenda, focusing on the extant literature on the origins of the movement, main actors, and the 
role of foundations. Then, I describe the literature on private foundations, focusing on education 
philanthropy that seeks to make political and policy change. Next, I review the literature on 
higher education policymaking generally to highlight existing research that can provide a 
prospective on both the politics of the completion agenda and the role of foundations in 
education policymaking. Finally, I describe the theoretical perspectives that provide a lens 
through which I can describe and analyze the nature of the completion agenda and how 
foundations develop their agendas and engage with the field.   
The College Completion Agenda 
The college completion agenda is a national reform movement with the goal of increasing 
the number of Americans with postsecondary degrees or credentials (Kelly & Schneider, 2012; 
Lumina Foundation, 2014; National Conference of State Legislators, 2015; U.S. Department of 
Education, 2015). In 2009, the movement achieved national prominence when President Obama 
announced the American Graduation Initiative, which called for five million more college 
graduates by 2020 (Obama, 2009). Several foundations and many states have similar goals. For 
example, Lumina Foundation’s Goal 2025 is to increase postsecondary attainment among adults 
across the country to 60 percent by 2025. As of April 2017, over 40 states have set attainment 
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goals that are similar to Lumina’s (Clarke, 2017). For example, Arkansas’s goal is to increase 
attainment to 60 percent by 2025; Georgia’s goal is that 60 percent of young adults will hold a 
college certificate or degree by 2020; Illinois’s goal is for 60 percent of 25 to 64-year-olds will 
have a college degree by 2025; and Tennessee’s goal is for 55 percent of Tennesseans to have a 
degree or certificate by 2025. How states came to set these goals will be further discussed in 
Chapter Five.  
Despite the growing visibility of the movement, there is a lack of research on how 
organizations are approaching the development of policy and reforms in support of the 
completion agenda, including analyses of how low college attainment rates came to be 
considered a public problem. Instead, the literature on the completion agenda is dominated by 
reports describing why higher college completion rates are necessary to increase social mobility 
and ensure America’s global and economic competitiveness (Carnevale, Smith, & Strohl, 2011; 
Lumina Foundation, 2014; Oreopoulos & Petronijevic, 2013; Searcey & Gebeloff, 2015; U.S. 
Department of Education, 2015); why current completion rates are low and strategies for 
improving student attainment (Lumina Foundation, 2009a, 2014; National Conference of State 
Legislators, 2015); and to a lesser extent, the limitations of completion agenda policies, including 
the potential unintended impacts of the movement’s focus on increasing student outcomes 
(Baldwin, Alfred, & Sydow, 2017; Humphreys, 2012; Lahr et al., 2014; O’Banion, 2010; 
Rhoades, 2012). The following section describes the research on the college completion agenda, 
focusing on the main actors in the movement, and the steps these actors and organizations have 
taken to improve college completion. 
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Actors in the completion movement  
The completion movement includes governmental actors at the state and national level, 
national policy organizations such as Jobs for the Future, interstate membership organizations 
such as the Western Interstate Commission for Higher Education, or WICHE and the Southern 
Regional Educational Board, or SREB, consulting agencies, advocacy organizations, and private 
foundations.  
National actors. Under the previous administration, actors at the national level included 
President Obama and the Department of Education, who helped to raise the national profile of 
the completion movement. During his first State of the Union address in 2009, President Obama 
stated that “[by] 2020, America will once again have the highest proportion of college graduates 
in the world” and stated that “every American will need to get more than a high school diploma” 
in order to meet the skill requirements of 21st century jobs (Obama, 2009). To support these 
college completion goals, the administration invested a portion of the 2009 American 
Reinvestment and Recovery Act into additional funding for Pell grants and provided funding to 
states that committed to building statewide longitudinal data systems. Moreover, the 
administration created a “College Completion Toolkit” that included a list of recommended 
strategies that states can adopt in order to improve college completion (U.S. Department of 
Education, 2011) including setting completion goals and developing an action plan; 
implementing performance-based funding; aligning high school and college entrance standards; 
improving ease of transferability between institutions; and using data to drive decision-making.  
The Obama Administration provided policy recommendations, encouraged the 
cooperation of states, nonprofit organizations, and philanthropic foundations, and created new 
rules around financial aid regulations, ensuring that for-profit institutions were held accountable. 
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Beyond these actions, national governmental actors have not legislated any requirements for the 
completion agenda. And despite the growing role of federal government in higher education 
under the Obama Administration (for example, by providing direct loans to student, increasing 
Pell grant awards, and setting a national postsecondary attainment goal), public higher education 
remains the purview of the states, and as such, state governments and higher education governing 
and coordinating boards are where college completion initiatives are more likely to be decided 
and adopted (Walters, 2012).  
Under the current administration, however, community colleges and higher education 
generally have received a different type of attention. In February 2018, the president proposed 
changing the name of community colleges to vocational schools and has put an emphasis on 
career and technical education, and apprenticeships. In the administration’s budget proposal for 
2019, the maximum award for Pell grants was carried over, but the budget included cuts to 
Federal Work Study and TRIO programs and would eliminate Public Service Loan Forgiveness 
and subsidized student loans (Bombardieri et al., 2018).  
State-level actors. There are several state-level actors that affect higher education 
policymaking including governors, state coordinating or governing boards, higher education 
system boards, state higher education executive officers (or SHEEOs), and state-based Student 
Success Centers. Since the Great Recession, governors have been playing important roles in 
higher education and have become more aggressive in advocating for, and leading, reform efforts 
in their states (McGuinness, 2016). For example, as of 2015, there are nine states where the 
governor appoints the state’s higher education chief executive, including Arkansas, Colorado, 
Massachusetts, Minnesota, New Jersey. New Mexico, Ohio, Pennsylvania, and Washington 
(McGuinness, 2016). Moreover, governors are important actors in setting the state higher 
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education agenda. One such way that governors have demonstrated their commitment to higher 
education reform is by joining the Complete College America “Alliance of States.” Complete 
College America (CCA) is a national organization focused on college completion that advocates 
for states to implement a set of strategies, including corequisite remediation and 15 to Finish.3 To 
join CCA’s alliance, a governor pledges to increase postsecondary attainment at both two- and 
four-year institutions, to collect and report on key data points, and to develop an action plan to 
increase attainment across the state (Complete College America, 2015). There are currently 36 
states in the Alliance, as well as Puerto Rico, the Commonwealth of the Mariana Islands, and 
two regional consortiums in New York (the City University of New York) and California (the 
Central Valley Higher Education Consortium).4  
In addition to the important role of governors, higher education in the states is typically 
overseen by coordinating, governing boards, and/or system boards, which often act as 
intermediaries between higher education institutions in the state and the legislature and 
governors. As of 2015, there were 18 states with one board overseeing both community colleges 
and universities, and 20 states where there is a board that only oversees the community colleges 
(Fletcher, 2016), but these categories are not always mutually exclusive. For example, in Ohio 
the Ohio Department of Higher Education oversees two- and four-year institutions, while the 
Ohio Association of Community Colleges is a membership organization for the state’s 23 two-
year institutions. In many states, board or commission members are appointed by the governor. 
And while the power of these boards and commissions vary by state, in many cases, the state 
agencies are directly involved in statewide planning for higher education and in developing the 
higher education budget (McGuinness, 2016).  
                                                          
3 See https://completecollege.org/completion-roadmap/ for more on CCA’s strategies.  
4 See https://completecollege.org/alliance/ for more about CCA’s Alliance of States. 
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Other state actors include the Student Success Center organizations (SSCs). Coordinated 
by the state policy organization Jobs for the Future, and with some initial funding by Kresge 
Foundation and the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, the SSCs support all community colleges 
within a state to implement various student success strategies (Jobs for the Future, 2017). In 
spring 2017, Florida joined the Student Success Center Network, bringing the total number of 
SSCs to 15.5 The SSCs are housed within state systems or associations. For example, the Ohio 
SSC is housed within the Ohio Association of Community Colleges, the Virginia SSC is housed 
within the Virginia Community College System, and the Washington SSC is housed within the 
Washington State Board for Community and Technical Colleges. While the SSCs cannot 
mandate what community colleges within a state do or what reforms they implement, they can 
bring institutions together for meetings about certain reforms, provide technical assistance from 
outside organizations to help colleges design and implement strategies, and can advise on state 
policy. Most recently, in 2016, Jobs for the Future received an investment from the Gates 
Foundation to provide support the SSCs as they help their colleges implement guided pathways 
strategies.  
Finally, state legislatures are important higher education actors. In support of the 
completion agenda, most states have adopted state college completion goals and as previously 
discussed, these goals are often similar to Lumina Goal 2025 (Clarke, 2017; Fulton, 2017a). 
Additionally, state legislatures have adopted a number of popular completion policies including 
performance funding (currently implemented or in development in 30 states) (Snyder & Fox, 
2016), and developmental education reform (including California – Assembly Bill 705, Florida – 
                                                          
5 There are SSCs in the following states (the year indicates when the center in that state was established): Arkansas 
(2010) California (2014), Connecticut (2014), Florida (2018), Hawaii (2016), Michigan (2011), New Jersey (2014), 
New York (2016), North Carolina (2016), Ohio (2012), Oregon (2016), Texas (2013), Virginia (2016), Washington 
(2016), Wisconsin (2017). 
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Senate Bill 1720), and Connecticut – Public Act 12-40). Other states have enacted legislation 
related to guided pathways including Hawaii (House Bill 547 of 2015), which requires the 
universities and colleges within the University of Hawaii system to develop policies to help 
students graduate on time including meta-majors, academic maps, and advising; Indiana (Higher 
Education Act 1348 of 2013), which requires that institutions provide students with degree maps 
specified to their education goals or program; and Texas (Senate Bill 1189 – 2015), which 
requires all students to complete an academic plan showing their path to an Associates or 
Bachelors degree by the time they earn 30 credits (Fulton, 2017b). 
Intermediary organizations. An intermediary organization can be an advocacy group, 
policy and research organization, a school management organizations, teachers union, think tank, 
parent group, or lobbyist, but are characterized by operating in a space between foundations, 
education institutions and policymakers as they coordinate action, gain buy-in, and provide 
technical assistance during implementation (DeBray et al., 2014; Scott & Jabbar, 2014). In the 
completion agenda, there are many intermediary organizations, and with support from private 
foundations, some of these organizations have developed their own college completion 
initiatives. For example, the National Governors Association created the “Complete to Compete” 
initiative; the Institute for Higher Education Policy launched “Project Win-Win”; and the 
Education Trust created “Access to Success.”6 Additionally, organizations like Complete College 
America, Achieving the Dream, Jobs for the Future, the American Association of Community 
Colleges are oriented towards raising awareness and mobilizing support, affecting public policy, 
and providing technical assistance to higher education institutions to improve outcomes. All 
                                                          
6 The Office of Community College Research and Leadership at the University of Illinois maintains a list of current 
college completion initiatives and their funders at http://occrl.illinois.edu/articles/a-guide-to-major-u-s-college-
completion-initiatives/ 
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organizations and initiatives mentioned here have received support from either the Bill & 
Melinda Gates Foundation, Lumina Foundation, or other foundations.  
Foundations. Despite the frequent mention of foundations in the completion agenda, 
there is little analysis of their participation in the movement, including how foundations interact 
with the governmental actors, intermediary organizations and interest groups described in the 
previous section. The extant literature largely focuses on the foundations’ completion goals for 
the country, their desire to influence higher education policymaking around completion, analyses 
of investment trends by foundations in initiatives and organizations to advocate for their 
education agendas, and the convergence of philanthropic foundations on certain ideas, strategies 
and grantees (Hall & Thomas, 2012; Kelly & James, 2015; Parry, Field, & Supiano, 2013; 
Ruark, 2013). Although private foundations are recognized for funding a large number of college 
completion initiatives (Hall & Thomas, 2012; Russell, 2011), the current literature neglects the 
foundations’ policymaking role, including how foundations identify problems and potential 
policy solutions, how the foundations build support for these ideas among nonprofit intermediary 
organizations, and how the foundations and their grantees engage with policymakers to place 
their ideas on the government’s decision agenda.  
Other actors. This review described key actors and their actions in support of the college 
completion agenda. Additional completion agenda actors not highlighted in this discussion are 
the business community, including the Business Roundtable and the Chamber of Commerce. As 
demonstrated in a study on the origins of performance funding in three states, the business 
community in all three states was supportive of the policy, and in Indiana, the Chamber of 
Commerce testified in support of PF and worked closely with the Indiana Commission of Higher 
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Education to develop the funding formula (Dougherty et al., 2014). These actors will not be the 
focus on this study.  
Critiques of the Completion Agenda 
Since the outset of the completion movement, researchers and other actors have 
cautioned against placing too much emphasis on completion of degrees (or credentials) and have 
warned about potential obstacles to the success of the completion movement, as well as potential 
unintended impacts of a completion agenda that is too narrowly focused on outcomes and 
attainment (Humphreys, 2012; O’Banion, 2010; Rhoades, 2012). Often, these critiques center 
around the challenges facing community colleges and broad-access four-year institutions, which 
face the greatest pressure to improve graduation rates. The most commonly mentioned obstacles 
include student goals and characteristics, institutional barriers within community colleges and 
broad access four-year institutions, and cost issues, including a concern that institutions are being 
asked for “to more with less” money, and rising costs for students.  
With regards to student goals and characteristics, the concern is that many students enter 
higher education, and community colleges in particular, with no intention of completing a degree 
or credential (Bahr, 2010, 2011; Baldwin et al., 2017). Rather, these students are interested in 
taking a few courses usually over a short period of time, before leaving the institution without a 
credential. In studies of students at California community college, Bahr (2010, 2011) found that 
these “drop-in” students were the most common type of student. As he explains, these students 
are typically not seeking credentials, but rather want to acquire new skills or licenses for 
professional advancement or personal fulfillment (Bahr, 2010).  
Another challenge is that community college students are more likely to be referred to 
developmental education. Approximately 68 percent of entering community college students and 
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40 percent of entering four-year students took at least one developmental education course 
(Chen, 2016). Unfortunately, many of these students never complete their developmental 
education requirements and successfully complete their first college-level courses in their 
relevant subject area (i.e. math, writing, or reading). One study found that 20 percent of students 
referred to developmental math and 37 percent of students referred to developmental reading 
completed a college-level course in that subject within three years (Bailey, Jeong, & Cho, 2010).  
Finally, due to their open-door mission, lower cost of attendance, and accessibility, 
community colleges enroll a higher percentage of low-income, minority, first-generation, and 
older students than four-year public and private universities (Carnevale & Strohl, 2013). 
Moreover, despite the growth of the minority population in the United States between 1972 and 
2006, minority students remain underrepresented in college, and persist to graduation at lower 
rates than their white peers (Pitre & Pitre, 2009).  
Another set of obstacles to the completion agenda include cost issues for both institutions 
and students. One concern that the completion agenda is an unfunded mandate that requires 
institutions to “do more with less” money (Rhoades, 2012). Another related concern is that the 
costs of college for students are rising (Humphreys, 2012; The College Board, 2017), making it 
more difficult for students to afford a college education and to keep up with additional costs of 
attendance, beyond tuition and fees, which can include childcare, housing, food, and 
transportation (Chaplot, Cooper, Johnstone, & Karandjeff, 2015).   
And finally, some observers question the foundation on which certain arguments in 
support of increased completion agenda have been constructed. As previously discussed, a key 
argument in support of college completion is that the US is lagging behind other developed 
countries due to stagnant educational attainment rates (Lumina Foundation, 2009b; White House, 
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2010). However, Hauptman (2012) questions this analysis. By showing attainment rates for two 
age groups, 25-35 and 25-64 between 1991 and 2008, and comparing the attainment rates for the 
US with OECD average attainment rates, Hauptman shows that in fact, the US has steadily 
increased attainment rates over the last nearly thirty years and has kept pace above the OECD 
average for both age groups. The following table is an updated version of the one Hauptman 
included in his chapter and shows the postsecondary attainment rates by age group since 1991, 
and compares these attainment rates to the OECD average: 
Table 1. Education Attainment Levels Among Adults in the US Compared to OECD Averages, 
1991 - 2015 
Age Group 1991 1995 2000 2005 2010 2015 
25-34 
     U.S. (%) 30 34 38 39 42 47 
     OECD (%) 20 22 36 32 37 42 
25-64 
     U.S. (%) 30 33 36 39 42 45 
     OECD (%) 18 19 22 26 31 35 
Sources: OECS, Education at a Glance, 2004: OECD Indicators (Paris, OECD, 2004), table 
A3.4a and A3.4b; OECD, Education at Glance, 2010, table A1.3a and A1.4; OECD 
Education at a Glance, 2017, table A1.1 and A1.2. 
 
 
However, as others point out, it is difficult to get an accurate sense of international 
attainment rates (Bailey, 2012). Moreover, when looking beyond the averages, it is clear that in 
2010 (near the start of the completion agenda), the US was lagging behind several other 
countries with attainment rates over 50 percent, including Canada (56 percent attainment), Korea 
(65 percent attainment), and Japan (57 percent attainment) (Organization for Economic 
Cooperation and Development, 2017).  
Meanwhile, drawing on results of the US Census and the Digest of Education Statistics 
(2009), Hauptman also shows that the bachelor attainment rates are also increasing over the last 
several decades across age groups (Hauptman, 2012, p. 26). He goes on to explain that cause for 
25 
concern among policymakers and college completion advocates is that there is a small difference 
in attainment rates across the age groups, which to some to suggest that younger workers have 
less education than their older peers. As Hauptman argues, however, what these statistics show is 
that adults are continuing to pursue postsecondary education throughout their lives. Accordingly, 
as both Bailey and Hauptman point out, a reason for the US’s low attainment rates is low 
completion rates in community colleges (Bailey, 2012; Hauptman, 2012).  
Finally, higher education observers also mention potential unintended impacts of the 
completion agenda, which usually center around two concerns. The first is that the focus on 
student completion of degree, certificates, and other credentials is at odds with concerns about 
the quality of student learning (Rhoades, 2012) and that student learning has the potential to 
become a secondary concern, behind completion. A second potential unintended impact is that 
the completion agenda, with its focus on increasing completion within community colleges and 
extending the definition to include certificates and certifications, will further exacerbate 
inequities in attainment among underrepresented populations, including students of color and 
low-income students (Baldwin et al., 2017).  
Philanthropy for Policymaking 
Historically, private foundations were reluctant to engage in public policy debates, and 
considered it “too risky to their reputation” (Robelen, 2010). Recently, however, the 
conversation about the role of philanthropists in public policy has changed from whether to 
engage in policy conversations, to how the foundations could effectively participate in policy 
discussions and influence the policymaking process (Grantmakers for Education, 2010; 
Reckhow, 2013; Reckhow & Snyder, 2014). For example, in their most recent strategic plan, the 
26 
Lumina Foundation recently identified a two-step process by which the foundation would affect 
higher education policy. They said:  
The first…is to mobilize action at the local, state, and national levels and in higher 
education systems and institutions throughout the nation. To reach the goal, thousands of 
educators (including faculty and administrators), elected officials, community leaders, 
business leaders, and other citizens must understand and accept as their own the need to 
increase attainment. Effective mobilization also depends on these individuals and groups 
being equipped with the tools and approaches they need to act. Lumina’s mobilization 
work is organized around the creation of a social movement to increase attainment, along 
with approaches targeted to specific groups that must act if the goal is to be reached. 
Lumina’s second strategic imperative…is to develop specific approaches to create the 
fundamental change needed in higher education to reach the attainment goal. (Lumina 
Foundation, 2013, p. 8) 
 
Within the literature on foundations’ involvement in K-12 and higher education policy, 
there is an absence of theoretically informed analyses of the processes that occur within these 
organizations, including how they make decisions about problems, potential policy solutions, and 
strategies for building coalitions around these ideas, and engaging with policymakers and the 
policymaking process.  
Instead, the literature focuses on showing foundations’ impact on public policy through 
analyses of where foundations make financial investments and how these giving patterns 
changed over time (C. Hall & Thomas, 2012; Kelly & James, 2015; Reckhow, 2013; Scott, 
2009), and whether or not foundation involvement actually impacts education policy in terms of 
affecting both policy and student outcomes (Barkan, 2012; Greene, 2005). Moreover, recent 
research discusses the strategies foundations undertake to affect education policy. These include 
investing in alternatives to traditional public schools (Reckhow, 2013; Scott, 2009); funding 
political campaigns through 501(c)(4) organizations (Scott & Jabbar, 2014); building networks 
of policy supporters, including other foundations; investing in strategies and media partnerships 
that can affect public and political sentiment, and funding nonprofit advocacy groups (Ferris et 
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al., 2008; Reckhow, 2013; Ruark, 2013), it remains unclear how foundations decide upon, 
develop and carry out these strategies for political engagement.  
Strategies for Affecting Education Policy 
Modern philanthropic foundations possess the human and financial resources, as well as 
the clout, to call attention to problems, shape public opinion, develop and publicize education 
reforms, and implement and evaluate new programs and social policies. As such, many modern 
foundations are active participants in policy design, adoption, and implementation at the local, 
state, and national levels, depending on their goals and the policy initiative in question. The 
literature on involvement of foundations in education policymaking highlights three main 
strategies by which foundation affect the policymaking process. These include advocacy, 
technical support, and investments in intermediary or interest groups.  
Leadership and advocacy. Through leadership and advice-giving, foundations are 
seeking to affect K-12 and education policy decisions and implementation. The president of 
Lumina Foundation made this goal clear when he said: 
…Lumina is – and must be – more than just a grant-making organization. We 
increasingly recognize that, as an independent foundation pursuing a vital mission, we 
must also be a leadership organization...we engage in public policy advocacy, and we use 
our communications and convening power to foster partnerships and to build public will 
for change (Merisotis, 2010b). 
 
Similarly, a recent study of higher education philanthropy concluded that “the new 
philanthropists have placed the real problems in American higher education on the agenda in a 
way that they have not been before” (Kelly & James, 2015, p. 36). In, 2007 during the 
presidential election, Bill Gates and Eli Broad pledged to spend $60 million in order to put 
education on the candidates’ agenda (Scott, 2009). This effort, called “Ed in ’08,” focused on 
issues in K-12 education, including curriculum standards, teacher quality, and longer school 
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days. While the impact of investments such the “Ed in ‘08” is uncertain, foundations and 
philanthropists aspire to having influence, and many people think that they are succeeding.  
Technical assistance. Foundations have also interacted with education policy by 
providing technical support of policy initiatives, including Race to the Top and performance-
based funding for higher education. Funded through the American Recovery and Reinvestment 
Act of 2009, Race to the Top awarded over $4 billion in competitive grants to states that 
submitted proposals for policies designed to increase K-12 school productivity, capacity, and 
effectiveness (U.S. Department of Education, 2009). The Gates and Broad Foundations provided 
financial and technical support to states during the application process. Before the first round of 
proposals were submitted in 2009, the Gates Foundation reviewed the potential of each state and 
selected 15 states that the foundation believed were in the best position to win the federal grant. 
The Foundation offered each of these states $250,000 to hire a consultant to help draft the 
proposal and provided a list of recommended consulting companies (Barkan, 2011; Cloutier, 
2011). After it was suggested that the Foundation was giving these 15 states an advantage in the 
grant competition, the Gates Foundation offered funding to any state that demonstrated a 
commitment to the Foundation’s eight criteria for increasing college readiness. Once the winners 
of the Race to the Top grant were announced, the Broad Foundation also convened state 
representatives from winning states to share best practices and information about reforms.  
In higher education, Lumina Foundation has provided technical assistance to several 
states to develop performance funding policies. A study on the origins of performance funding 
found that Lumina Foundation funded an intermediary organization called HCM Strategists to 
help Tennessee, Indiana, and Ohio generate support for the performance funding models, draft 
legislation, and facilitate meetings between state policymakers and external consultants to 
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discuss state funding policies (Dougherty & Natow, 2015). Meanwhile, the Gates Foundation 
was also involved in the development and adoption of performance funding, by advising 
Tennessee to consult with certain advocacy organizations that support the policy as a means of 
improving student outcomes (Dougherty & Natow, 2015).  
Supporting Intermediary Organizations. The intermediary sector exists in the space 
between formal policymaking systems and schools, colleges and universities and serve a 
translating function between organizations and individuals with different values and perspectives 
(Scott & Jabbar, 2014). In higher education, intermediaries operate at the state and national level 
to gain buy-in to certain reform ideas, and to facilitate the adoption of certain policy initiatives 
(Dougherty & Natow, 2015; Gandara, et al., 2015).  
In providing leadership, technical assistance and by funding numerous intermediary 
organizations, foundations build coalitions around certain policy initiatives or school reform 
efforts and often converge on similar organizations (Reckhow, 2013; Ruark, 2013; Scott, 2009). 
As a recent article in the Chronicle for Higher Education explained, the Gates Foundation has 
built “a bandwagon” around certain ideas. The authors state: 
Gates’s rise occurs as an unusual consensus has formed among the Obama White House, 
other private foundations, state lawmakers, and a range of policy advocates, all of whom 
have coalesced around the goal of graduating more students, more quickly, and at a lower 
cost, with little discussion of the alternatives. Gates hasn’t just jumped on the 
bandwagon; it has worked to build that bandwagon, in ways that are not always obvious. 
(Parry et al., 2013) 
 
As such, this dissertation will look beyond foundations’ financial investments to examine 
how these organizations and their grantees develop policy goals, strategies, and shape higher 
education policymaking through ideas, advocacy, and building networks. 
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Higher Education Policymaking 
As this study examines policymaking within the college completion agenda, including the 
actors and processes involved in moving from problem definition to policy implementation, this 
section will review several themes within the literature on policymaking in higher education. As 
this discussion will show, the role of private foundations in higher education policymaking is an 
under-researched topic. Often, foundations are classified as intermediaries or interest groups 
along with policy, advocacy, consulting agencies or regional membership organizations 
(Gandara, Rippner, & Ness, 2015; E. C. Ness & Gandara, 2014; E. C. Ness, Tandberg, & 
McLendon, 2015). However, because these intermediary organizations have different roles, 
because foundations are often providing funding to these other intermediaries, and because there 
are restrictions on the lobbying and advocacy role of private foundations, it is useful to 
conceptualize their role separately from that of other non-profit and for-profit intermediary 
organizations.  
One notable exception to the limitation discussed above is a study on the politics of 
performance funding which specifically addresses the role of foundations in facilitating the 
adoption of performance funding (Dougherty & Natow, 2015). This study found that several 
foundations, including Lumina Foundation and the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation provided 
funding directly to state coordinating or governing boards, but also to consulting agencies and 
intermediaries to support the development of these policies (Dougherty & Natow, 2015; Lumina 
Foundation, 2009a). For example, Lumina funded HCM Strategists (a private consulting agency) 
to help Tennessee, Indiana and Ohio generate political support for performance funding, draft 
legislation, and facilitate meetings between state policymakers, higher education governing 
boards and institutions to discuss PF models (Dougherty & Natow, 2015). This study reinforced 
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the separate role of foundation from other intermediaries, but also highlights the involvement of 
non-governmental actors, including intermediary organizations funded by foundations, and their 
role in state-level policy initiatives (DeBray et al., 2014; C. Hall & Thomas, 2012; E. C. Ness et 
al., 2015).  
As public higher education is the purview of the states, this is the venue for most of 
higher education policymaking. Accordingly, states are also where intermediary organizations 
and foundations target their advocacy efforts. The president of Lumina Foundation, Jaime 
Merisotis, explained the foundation’s reason for supporting for state-level engagement: “State by 
state, that's the way to get things done in higher education. States are often in the best position to 
hit the proverbial sweet spot: where change is big enough to matter and small enough to work” 
(Merisotis, 2010a). 
However, much of the research on higher education policymaking focuses on describing 
state higher education policies (Burke, 2002; Richardson, 2005) and the impacts of these policies 
on education outcomes (Dynarski, 2000, 2004; Hillman, Tandberg, & Fryar, 2015). Building on 
this research, one of the persistent questions in the higher education research concerns the state-
level adoption of certain policies. In response, several studies have examined why certain 
policies are adopted at the state level (Cohen-Vogel, Ingle, Levine, & Spence, 2008; Lacy & 
Tandberg, 2014; E. C. Ness & Mistretta, 2009). For example, Lacy and Tandberg (2014) 
examined the adoption of 131 “finance innovations” across 47 states during a 29 year period. 
One of their findings was that the likelihood of policy adoption increased as contiguous states 
adopted a policy, and that adoption was more likely to occur in the early years of a years of a 
policy, suggesting that state to state competition is the impetus for adoption, not the results of a 
policy innovation (Lacy & Tandberg, 2014).  
32 
Less often addressed in the literature are two additional questions about higher education 
policymaking: 1) how are policies diffused from state to state? and 2) what are the processes by 
which these policies are adopted by states? In response to these questions, there is a growing 
body of research on the diffusion of policies and the role of policy networks, communities and 
intermediaries in this process (Dougherty & Natow, 2015; Gandara et al., 2015; Ingle, Cohen-
Vogel, & Hughes, 2007; E. Ness, 2010).  
To the first question—how policies are diffused—Gandara et al. (2015) focused their 
analysis on three states that joined Complete College America’s “Alliance of States” and 
observed how intermediary organizations facilitated the diffusion of performance funding 
policies state to state. The authors found that the Complete College America (CCA) 
communicated the need for performance funding to state officials using data and other visual 
representations. Moreover, the authors found that CCA provides technical assistance in 
cooperation with other intermediary groups to help the state develop performance funding 
policies (Gandara et al., 2015).  
To the second point—the processes by which policies are adopted—Ness (2010) and 
Dougherty & Natow (2015) examined the processes by which states develop merit-aid criteria 
and performance funding, respectively. For example, Ness (2010) found that in New Mexico, 
Tennessee and West Virginia, the development of merit aid policies were best explained by 
Kingdon’s Multiple Streams theory. In all three cases, there was an evident policy entrepreneur 
who, when provided with an unexpected policy window, was able to couple the problem, policy 
and politics streams to gain support for and facilitate policy adoption. In Dougherty & Natow’s 
study of the origins of performance funding policies, they found that a number of conditions and 
actors influenced the adoption of performance funding policies. For example, in terms of 
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conditions, they found that during the development of performance funding 2.0 policies, the 
Great Recession provided actors in favor of performance funding policies to argue that 
institutions needed to become more efficient with state money and more effective at producing 
graduates.  
This review summarized the existing literature on the college completion agenda, how 
foundations influence education policymaking, and the origins and implementation of higher 
education policy. In Chapter One, I highlighted the contributions of the present study to the field 
of education research. However, in light of this review of the current research on these three 
areas, and in order to set up the theoretical framework for this study, the contributions of this 
study are worth repeating.  
First, this study will describe and analyze how foundations develop their higher education 
agendas within the context of the college completion movement, including how foundations 
helped the movement secure a place on the government decision agenda, how low college 
attainment rates came to be seen as a public problem, and how the various actors within the 
movement interact. Second, the existing literature on both the completion agenda and on higher 
education policymaking does not sufficiently address the policymaking role of foundations 
including how they identify problems, potential policy solutions, and plan to engage with their 
partner organizations and governmental officials specifically at the state level. Although current 
research does discuss the strategies foundations employ to affect public policy, it remains unclear 
how foundations develop and carry out these strategies for political engagement.  
To provide a theoretical foundation for answering these questions, and to provide a lens 
through which to understand how foundation make decisions and engage in policymaking, the 
following section will review several theories of the policymaking process.  
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Theories of the Policymaking Process 
The preceding review of the literature highlighted both what is known about the college 
completion agenda, and how foundations practice philanthropy in support of college completion. 
To analyze the processes by which foundations approach problem definition, solution generation, 
and engagement with partner organizations and the policymaking process, I draw on several 
theories of the policymaking process includin the Advocacy Coalition Framework, Policy 
Entrepreneurship Perspective, and Stone’s research on political decision making.    
Advocacy Coalition Framework 
 Within the Advocacy Coalition Framework (ACF), policymaking and policy change take 
place within a “policy subsystem” that may include legislators, interest groups, researchers, and 
journalists (Sabatier & Weible, 2007, p. 192). Within a policy subsystem, policy change occurs 
over a long period of time (typically around 10 years), during which time these actors regularly 
interact in order to affect policy change around a particular policy domain (e.g. higher education 
reform) (Jenkins-Smith, Nohrstedt, Weible, & Sabatier, 2014; Sabatier & Jenkins-Smith, 1993). 
When actors are bound by shared beliefs, and when they engage in coordinated action towards a 
policy objective, they form an advocacy coalition, a network of policy participants who are 
bound by shared beliefs about policy problems and solutions to address those problems (Jenkins-
Smith et al., 2014). Accordingly, competing advocacy coalitions within a policy subsystem may 
champion different policy problems and policy solutions. Advocacy coalitions may include 
elected officials, interest group members, researchers, journalists, and others from government or 
private organizations that are interested in a particular policy domain (Jenkins-Smith and 
Sabatier, 1994).  
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Beliefs. The ACF is grounded in the assumption that the beliefs and values of 
policymakers determine their behavior, and that beliefs are what brings coalition actors together 
and bonds them (Sabatier & Weible, 2007). As such, the ACF identifies a three-tiered belief 
system that includes deep core beliefs, policy core beliefs, and secondary beliefs, all of which 
serve as filters of received information. The most basic beliefs are the deep core beliefs. Deep 
core beliefs are a fundamental part of one’s identity and include beliefs about social values, the 
role of government versus the role of markets, and assumptions about human nature (Sabatier & 
Weible, 2007).  
The next layer of beliefs are the policy core beliefs, which reflect the application of deep 
core beliefs to specific policy areas, such as K-12 education, climate change, or transportation. 
At this level, specific policy problems and solutions are filtered through an individuals’ belief 
system, and policy actors seek out others who have similar policy core beliefs. When these actors 
engage in a coordinated, collaborative work towards a policy objective, they form an advocacy 
coalition. The final level of beliefs are the secondary beliefs, which are narrower than policy core 
beliefs, and are thus more susceptible to change from external pressure or as a result of new 
information or research on the topic. These secondary beliefs deal specifically with the 
application of a specific policy, and “…the specific instrumental means for achieving the desired 
outcomes in policy core beliefs” (Jenkins-Smith et al., 2014, p. 191).  
Policy change. According to the ACF there are several pathways to policy change, but 
these paths have varying degrees of impact (McLendon, Cohen-Vogel, & Wachen, 2014). In the 
earliest conceptualization of ACF, the two paths to belief and policy change were policy-oriented 
learning, and external shocks to the policy subsystem (Sabatier & Jenkins-Smith, 1993). Later 
revisions to the framework included two additional paths: shocks within the policy subsystem, 
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and negotiated agreements in which policy change occurs as a result of the interaction and 
competition between advocacy coalitions within a policy subsystem (Jenkins-Smith et al., 2014; 
McLendon et al., 2014; Sabatier & Weible, 2007).  
Policy learning concerns “changes over time in the distribution of beliefs of people 
within a coalition or within a broader policy subsystem” (Sabatier & Jenkins-Smith, 1993, p. 42) 
and typically leads to more subtle policy changes. Policy learning occurs through the receipt of 
new technical information and increased knowledge about a topic or policy context, and the 
diffusion of new beliefs among coalition members. Diffusion of new information, however, 
depends on the rate of turnover within a coalition, whether the new information is compatible 
with prevailing beliefs, and the persuasiveness of the new information. Because core beliefs are 
the most stable, policy-oriented learning is typically confined to secondary beliefs (Jenkins-
Smith et al., 2014; Sabatier & Jenkins-Smith, 1999; Sabatier & Weible, 2007).  
One important source of policy learning is scientific and technical information, which can 
either be incorporated in, or deflected from actors’ belief systems and “…used in political 
debates and negotiation, and integrated into other forms of knowledge, especially local [i.e. 
coalition] knowledge” (Jenkins-Smith et al., 2014, p. 192). Finally, Jenkins-Smith et al. (2014) 
outline several hypotheses about the conditions under which policy learning may occur that 
include the presence of some conflict between coalitions, particularly around secondary beliefs; 
the presence of a prestigious professional forum within which policy actors from different 
coalitions are “forced” to engage with each other; the presence of quantitative data (Jenkins-
Smith et al., 2014). These hypotheses will be useful in assessing the policy-oriented learning that 
occurs within foundations and between foundations and their partners within the policy 
subsystem.  
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While policy-oriented learning generally leads to subtle change, more significant policy 
change stems from shocks to the policy subsystem that can come from within or outside the 
policy subsystem (Sabatier & Weible, 2007). External shocks occur outside that policy 
subsystem and are out of the control of subsystem and coalition actors. These shocks can take the 
form of socio-economic changes, changes in public opinion, policy events in neighboring policy 
coalitions, and “changes in the governing coalition” controlling the executive branch or the 
legislature (Mintrom & Vergari, 1996; Sabatier & Weible, 2007, pp. 191). Shocks lead to policy 
change by affecting political resources and draw attention to a problem. In doing so, external 
shocks can alter the power structure of coalitions within a policy subsystem. Internal shocks, 
which were added in the 2007 revision of the framework, occur within a policy subsystem and 
can lead to significant policy change through the redistribution of power among coalitions, by 
placing doubt in the beliefs of those in the majority coalition, and confirming the policy core 
beliefs in a minority advocacy coalition, thus animating the membership of the minority coalition 
(Sabatier & Weible, 2007). 
Strengths and weaknesses of the ACF. The Advocacy Coalition Framework provides a 
useful lens through which to understand how foundations (and their grantees) engage in 
policymaking. The ACF helps to identify and recognize the expanded set of policy subsystem 
actors in education policymaking. Moreover, the theory provides a lens through which to identify 
different coalitions within a policy subsystem, as well as the beliefs around which these 
coalitions form. Finally, the ACF emphasizes that coalitions value scientific and technical 
information to support actors’ belief system, which is critical to the study of foundations given 
their investments in education research, and reliance on research to support what they identify as 
policy problems and solutions.   
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Despite these strengths, there are limitations to how well the ACF explains the 
policymaking process. First, the framework does not explain how advocacy coalitions are 
formed, and how organizations and actors coalesce around policy and secondary beliefs. Second, 
the ACF is not helpful in identifying which actor or actors within the advocacy coalition identify 
external and internal shocks, and how they mobilize their coalition in response to those shocks. 
Third, the ACF does not fully explain how coalitions identify policy problems and solutions. 
Finally, the theory does not address how coalitions plan to use and actually use information to 
influence politicians, policy makers, and public opinion? In order to conceptualize the inner 
workings of coalitions and to address these shortcomings of the ACF, I turn to the policy 
entrepreneurship perspective.  
Policy Entrepreneurship Perspective 
The policy entrepreneurship perspective is useful in conceptualizing the inner workings 
of coalitions. The theory provides a lens through which to view the formation of coalitions via 
interactions between actors within a policy subsystem, how coalitions seize on shocks to 
motivate policy change, and how new information is introduced and how policy learning occurs 
(Kingdon, 2003; Mintrom & Norman, 2009). Central to this perspective is the policy 
entrepreneur, an individual who brings attention to certain problems, proposes solutions to 
address these problems, and brings individuals and organizations together around these policy 
solutions (Mintrom & Norman, 2009; Mintrom & Vergari, 1996). The central role of the policy 
entrepreneur draws on the “multiple streams” theory, developed by John Kingdon (1995). 
However, Kingdon’s multiple streams theory depends on the independence of the problems, 
policy, and politics streams, while Mintrom & Norman (2009) and Mintrom and Vergari (1996) 
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position the policy entrepreneur in all three streams, simultaneously promoting problems and 
potential solutions, while also watching for, and even creating opportunities for political action.  
Building coalitions. Policy entrepreneurs are strong leaders, but also team players 
(Mintrom & Norman, 2009). Policy entrepreneurs recognize the power of a strong coalition to 
demonstrate support for policy change and to take advantage of political opportunities 
(McLendon et al., 2014). In these interactions, policy entrepreneurs’ “social acuity” helps them 
to skillfully engage in policy-related conversations, mobilize potential supporters by identifying 
points of agreement, and build coalitions with diverse skills and resources (Mintrom & Norman, 
2009, p. 652). In order to build coalitions, policy entrepreneurs find, interpret, and present 
evidence in ways that suggest that a problem is serious that current solutions are not effective 
(Mintrom & Norman, 2009). Moreover, policy entrepreneurs are adept at mobilizing political 
supporters by identifying points of agreement and building coalitions of individuals and groups 
with diverse skills and knowledge. To a policy entrepreneur, the diversity of a coalition signals 
broad support for a policy solution, both because it represents a large number of actors and 
organizations in support of a policy change, and because a coalition’s diversity can help to 
deflect criticisms that it is one-sided or unrepresentative (Mintrom & Norman, 2009; Mintrom & 
Vergari, 1996). Given the value of a policy entrepreneur in bringing actors and organizations 
together, this perspective provides a way to conceptualize how coalitions are formed, which the 
ACF does not.  
Defining problems and generating solutions. Like coalition building, successful 
problem definition is a “political act” that requires “a combination of social acuity with skills in 
conflict management and negotiation” (Mintrom & Norman, 2009, p. 652). Problems may come 
to the attention of government and nongovernment officials through several mechanisms, 
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including indicators and feedback, focusing events or crises (Henig, 1994; Kingdon, 2003; Stone, 
2002) or evidence of the failure of current policies (Henig, 2008; Baumgartner and Jones, 1993). 
Ideology and values also play an important role in what conditions come to be perceived as 
problems (Hilgartner & Bosk, 1988; Kingdon, 2003). When an issue is viewed as a violation of 
societal values, it is more likely to gain traction. The policy entrepreneur helps to define these 
problems, by focusing the policy discussion on certain points, thereby affecting how actors 
perceive these problems in relation to their own interests and beliefs (Mintrom & Norman, 
2009).  
Meanwhile, solution generation can be conceptualized as a “primeval soup” in which 
ideas float around within policy communities involving individuals in government, academia, the 
private sector, research centers, and interest groups (Kingdon, 2003). As ideas float between 
these communities, policy actors consider the technical and budgetary feasibility and value 
acceptability of these ideas, combine and re-package old ideas as new solutions, and attach these 
solutions to different problems (Kingdon, 2003). The technical feasibility and value acceptability 
are important “tests” for policy proposals. Although there are not clear guidelines on what 
constitutes a technically feasible proposal, it generally includes questions related to policy 
implementation, and whether a policy is “worked through,” whether it will accomplish its stated 
goals, and whether the program or policy can be administered (Kingdon, 1995, pp. 131–132). 
Meanwhile, the value acceptability of the program or policy centers on its compatibility with the 
values and ideology of the actors within the specialists in the policy community (Kingdon, 
1995). These values may concern views on equity, efficiency, cost-effectiveness, and the proper 
role and size of the federal government. Proposals that fall outside of the shared values of the 
policy specialists are unlikely to survive (Kingdon, 1995).  
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Seizing on political opportunities. Policy entrepreneurs are valuable members of a 
coalition in part because of their ability to recognize endogenous and exogenous shocks as 
opportunities to promote policy change (Mintrom & Norman, 2009). While the ACF referred to 
these opportunities as shocks, Kingdon presents these events as “policy window” that create an 
“opportunity for advocates of proposals to push their pet solutions, or to push attention to their 
special problems” (Kingdon, 2003, p. 165).  Mintrom and Norman (2009) highlight the 
importance of a policy entrepreneur’s “social acuity,” which enables a PE to recognize an 
opportunity for the pursuit of policy change (p. 652). In addition to effectively reading a 
situation, policy entrepreneurs are able to use their personal and professional networks to 
leverage policy change (Mintrom & Norman, 2009).   
Finally, policy entrepreneurs recognize opportunities for the pursuit of policy change 
(Mintrom & Norman, 2009). These opportunities, called “policy windows” (similar to “shocks” 
in the ACF), are an opportunity “to push…pet solutions, or to push attention to their special 
problems” (Kingdon, 2003, p. 165). Accordingly, this perspective provides a way to 
conceptualize how coalitions are formed and act on political opportunity, which the ACF does 
not. 
Strengths and weaknesses of policy entrepreneurship. The policy entrepreneurship 
perspective addresses several of the theoretical gaps in the ACF and provides a solid theoretical 
lens through which to examine the role of a policy entrepreneur in the formation and behavior of 
coalitions engaging in policy change. However, the literature on policy entrepreneurs remains 
unclear in two regards. First, as conceptualized by Kingdon, the policy entrepreneur is a singular 
person. Kingdon defines the PE as someone who could be:  
…in or out of government, in elected or appointed positions, in interest groups or 
research organizations. But their defining characteristic, much as in the case of a business 
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entrepreneur, is their willingness to invest their resources – time, energy, and sometimes 
money – in the hope of a future return” (Kingdon, 2003, p. 122). 
 
However, later literature leaves open the possibility of an organization functioning as 
policy entrepreneur (Mintrom & Norman, 2009). Applied to questions about how private 
philanthropic foundations identify problems and potential solutions, how foundations generate 
support, and how they engage with education policymaking, the identity of the policy 
entrepreneur becomes an important question. Within the completion agenda, the identity of the 
policy entrepreneur(s) is not clear. Because foundations work within a large coalition of 
organizations and individuals focused education reform, and because the literature on venture 
philanthropy often casts the foundations as leaders within the education reform movement, it is 
unclear whether the foundations act as policy entrepreneurs, or whether other organizations in 
the coalition are filling this role. According to an individual from an older foundation, the Gates 
Foundation is acting in the capacity of a policy entrepreneur:  "Everyone follows the Gates 
foundation's lead…it feels like they're everywhere. Every conference I go to, they're there. Every 
study that comes out, they're part of. They have the ear of any [national] leadership they want to 
speak to…” (Beckett, 2010). 
Deborah Stone: “Policy Paradox” 
Finally, I turn to Deborah Stone’s work on political decision-making to understand what 
strategies foundation actors and intermediary organizations use to build support around goals, 
problems, or solution areas. Specifically, her work will help to identify how policy entrepreneurs 
build support around an idea. As previously described, the policy entrepreneurship perspective 
provides insight into the importance of having a person (or, potentially an organization) help 
frame problems, and identify potential solutions, the theory does not address specific tactics that 
the policy entrepreneur might use to help with framing. Around goals, Stone identifies four 
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“concepts that dominate the language of policy discourse” including equity, efficiency, security 
and liberty (Stone, 2002, p. 37). As she explains, these concepts frame an issue and provide 
people who are seeking to gather support – such as a policy entrepreneur – language with which 
to “frame their positions” and can serve to either bring people together, or divide them (Stone, 
2002, p. 37).  
Regarding problems, Stone defines problems as the “strategic representation of a 
situation” through which organizations and/or people can frame or promote a solution (Stone, 
2002, p. 133). Further, problems can be defined using numbers, symbols, causes, interest and 
decisions. This study included an analysis both of how people within foundation build support 
around a problem, as well as how foundations build public support around a problem. In framing 
problems, data and numbers are important tools for telling a story, and pushing for policy or 
political action (Stone, 2002). The act of counting can also seemingly simply a complex problem 
or phenomenon, and “bolster the authority” of those doing the counting (Stone, 2002, p. 176). 
Finally, counting can encourage dissatisfaction with the status quo and motivate a desire to 
create change (Stone, 2002). In part, numbers are influential because they are often considered 
objective measures of a situation. However, counting or measuring something requires that those 
doing the measuring make certain decisions about what will count (and what won’t) and how the 
numbers should be presented for maximum impact, thereby lessening their inherent objectivity 
(Stone, 2002).  
The literature review has already identified how foundations are using numbers to frame 
the problem of low completion, so this research will explore other framing techniques, including 
the use of stories (or “symbols”). One common form of a story is a “story of decline” in which 
something used to be good, no longer is, and now needs to be fixed (Stone, 2002, p. 138). 
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Elements of this form of problem framing are also clear from the previous discussion about 
America’s low college attainment rates and how they compare to other countries, who have 
moved ahead of the US. 
Theoretical Framework 
Foundations are not developing their higher education agendas in a vacuum, but rather, 
within an organizational field or policy community consisting of numerous other organizations 
and actors. Taken together, these policymaking theories highlight facets of policymaking for the 
college completion agenda, including how foundations develop their agendas, how individual 
program officers can build support within the foundation, how intermediary organizations can 
influence the foundations, and how the foundations can build support around their problem 
definitions and proposed solutions. 
 Within the higher education policy subsystem, the Advocacy Coalition Framework 
(ACF) helps to identify actors’ beliefs about college completion, and how these beliefs align 
with problems and policy solutions or initiatives around which coalitions form. Moreover, the 
ACF highlights the role of policy learning. Policy learning concerns “changes over time in the 
distribution of beliefs of people within a coalition or within a broader policy subsystem” 
(Sabatier & Jenkins-Smith, 1993, p. 42) and typically leads to subtle policy changes. Policy 
learning occurs through the receipt of new technical information and increased knowledge about 
a topic or policy context, and the diffusion of new beliefs among coalition members. Applied to 
the present study, the ACF will help to identify and analyze how members of the foundation are 
influenced by research and technical information, and raises questions about what research they 
use, how they interpret research studies, who they listen to, and how the research is applied to 
their advocacy and policy work. 
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But how do foundations sell their understandings of problems and potential solutions to 
other actors, including intermediary organizations and policymakers to form coalitions? And 
stepping back inside the foundations, how do foundation staffers generate support within the 
foundations around an idea, problem or solution? Here, the policy entrepreneurship perspective 
hypothesizes that policy entrepreneurs can use their “social acuity” to present research and other 
evidence in ways that suggest a serious problem and mobilize potential supporters by identifying 
similar beliefs and points of agreement. Moreover, the policy entrepreneur can help the coalition 
find and take advantage of opportunities (“policy windows” or “shocks”) to place their problems 
and policy solutions on the government’s education agenda. But to take advantage of a problem, 
policy entrepreneurs need specific strategies. Here, Stone’s work in the Policy Paradox provides 
ideas about what framing devices and policy instruments foundations and actors within the 
foundations might use to secure support.  
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Chapter Three: Methods 
The purpose of this study is to describe and analyze policymaking within the college 
completion agenda, with a focus on private philanthropic foundations and their partner 
organizations. This chapter describes how this study will achieve that purpose. This chapter 
begins with an overview of the study’s research questions, including a description of the purpose 
of each question and a list of the sub-questions. Next, I explain the study’s methodology, 
describes the case, data collection process, and data analysis and interpretation techniques.   
Research Questions 
 This section will describe this study’s four research questions. These questions start by 
focusing on decision-making within the foundations by exploring their higher education agendas, 
including how they were developed, and how they interact with intermediary organizations and 
state policymakers to enact these agendas. Then, question four explores the intermediary actors’ 
assessment of the foundations’ agendas, including their opinions on how the foundations’ view 
their roles, their critiques of the foundations’ agendas, and how they would pursue higher 
education change.  
Research Question One and Sub-Questions 
What are the foundations’ goals for the higher education and how did they develop these goals?  
1. What are their goals and how did they establish them? 
2. What informed the development of their higher education goals? 
Purpose of the research question. As discussed in previous chapters, the college 
completion agenda is built around a goal: to increase the number (or percentage) of Americans 
who are completing a postsecondary credential. Lumina Foundation set a goal of 60 percent 
attainment; the Gates Foundation set a goal of helping 11 million low-income students complete 
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a credential; and former President Obama set a goal that by 2020, American colleges and 
universities would help five million more students graduate from college. Even though the 
foundations’ goals are already well-known, I wanted to explore two other aspects of their goals. 
One, beyond their numerical targets (like those just mentioned), what are the foundation’s 
ultimate goals in supporting higher education reform? That is, what do they hope to accomplish 
by helping more students complete college? And two, how did they determine both their ultimate 
goals and their numerical targets? What and/or who informed those decisions? 
Research Question Two and Sub-Questions 
How do foundations identify problems in higher education and develop solutions to address 
these problems?  
1. What do the foundations see as the causes of low completion college rates, or current 
problems in higher education? How did they identify these causes/problems?  
2. How do foundation actors build support within their organizations for their problem 
definitions and proposed solutions? 
3. How are foundation staff and leadership influenced by past reforms efforts and/or 
external organizations or individuals as they identify issues, problems, and solutions? 
How has this information led to any shifts in these areas? 
Purpose of the research question. Foundations are important policy actors; they are 
also, however, rather opaque organizations in that the methods and processes by which they 
develop their higher education agendas are not well understood. Accordingly, the purpose of this 
question is to examine the problem identification processes that occur within foundations, to 
conceptualize how they determine what solutions to support, and how these initiatives are 
connected to educational problems identified by the foundations. Finally, this question is 
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interested in how the foundations’ interest in solutions has changed over the course of the 
completion agenda (approximately the last ten years). What have these changes looked like, and 
more importantly, what informed these shifts? 
Research Question Three and Sub-Questions 
How do foundations engage with policymakers, intermediary organizations, and higher 
education institutions to advance their problem definitions and proposed solutions?  
1. In what ways do foundations engage with intermediary organizations around their 
problem definitions and potential solutions?   
2. What steps do the foundations and partner organizations take to engage with 
education policymakers and the policymaking process? What roles do intermediary 
organizations versus the foundations play in this engagement process? 
3. How do the foundations perceive and/or describe their role in influencing the higher 
education reform movement?  
Purpose of the research question. After foundations have identified problems and 
developed solutions to address these problems (though as this research finds, these stages do not 
necessarily happen in this order), the next step is to see these problem definitions and solutions 
widely adopted. This research question addresses this part of the policymaking process. To 
ensure that the problem definitions and solutions are taken seriously by the broader education 
policy field and ultimately adopted by policymakers, higher education systems, and higher 
education institutions, the foundation will seek to generate external support from other 
organizations in the field, consisting of other foundations, a variety of intermediary 
organizations, and policymakers. A broad focus on this question is examining the role of 
intermediary organizations in the transmission and adoption of the foundations’ strategies.. 
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Moreover, due to federal regulations, foundations are not permitted to directly lobby government 
officials. As such, they necessarily build up support among intermediary organizations who can 
engage with policymakers about problems and solutions. 
Research Question Four and Sub-Questions 
What is intermediary organizations actors’ assessment of the foundations’ higher education 
agendas? 
1. How do the intermediary organizations describe the foundations’ higher education 
agendas? What are their critiques of the foundations’ higher education agendas?  
2. How do actors within intermediary organizations influence the foundations (using 
data, research, stories, drama, etc.)?  
3. What are the intermediaries’ perspective on how college completion agenda? What 
do they perceive as the causes of low completion and solutions? 
Purpose of the research question. As important actors within the college completion 
movement, and because they receive investments from the foundations, this question seeks to 
investigate the intermediary organizations’ assessment of the foundations’ higher education 
agendas, how they partner with the foundations to develop the problem definitions and potential 
solutions, as well as their critiques of the foundations’ approaches. Finally, because they are also 
independent organizations with their own missions and perspectives on the completion 
movement, this question is interested in how these actors think about problems in higher 
education preventing higher rates of completion and what are the most promising strategies to 
address these problems.  
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Case Study Design 
The goals of this study are to examine how foundations are developing their higher 
education agendas, and how foundations collaborate with other actors active in the college 
completion agenda, specifically intermediary organizations and state policymakers. In order to 
meet these goals, this research employs multiple-case study design (Creswell, 2013; Yin, 2014), 
which allows me to investigate how these processes might differ between different foundations. 
Moreover, Yin (2014) explains that case study design can be used for both theory-testing and 
building, which suits the objectives of this research, which include applying the theories of 
policy change described in the previous chapter to test their applicability to organizations and 
expanding them as new information learned from this research applies.  
There are several conditions that affect the selection of a research methodology, 
including the types of research questions asked, whether the researcher can exercise control over 
external events, and whether the research focuses on historical or contemporary events (Yin, 
2014). As outlined in the previous section, the primary research questions for this study are 
“how” and “why” questions, as are most of the sub-questions. The “what” questions are similarly 
“exploratory” and thus also fit a case study methodology (Yin, 2014). Additionally, this is a 
study of contemporary education policymaking, and given the data sources, the researcher will 
have no control over the events depicted in the cases. This description, combined with the 
conditions for case study research, demonstrate that this study regarding policymaking within the 
completion agenda, and the decision-making behavior of private foundations and their partner 
organizations is best suited to case study methodology. This study will consist of two cases: the 
Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation and Lumina Foundation. The following section describes why 
this study focuses on these two foundations and provides brief descriptions of each.  
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Description of Cases 
In 2008, as the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation was in the process of developing its 
postsecondary success strategy, Lumina Foundation had just announced its “Big Goal” and was 
preparing to release its first strategic plan. The focus is on these two foundations as they are 
considered the two “mega-foundations” in higher education (Barnhardt, 2017). Since 2008, the 
Gates Foundation has invested more than $700 million dollars in higher education reform, while 
Lumina Foundation has invested more than $670 million since 2001.7  
Moreover, the giving patterns of these foundations differ from other foundations 
investing in higher education in several notable ways (Hall & Thomas, 2012; Kelly & James, 
2015). First, they spend more money on higher education reform each year than any other 
foundation working on higher education reform. Second, while many other foundations continue 
to invest a large portion of their funding in higher education institutions, Gates’ and Lumina’s 
investment patterns demonstrate their interest in higher education policy development through 
grants to advocacy organizations, media, government agencies, and Washington DC-based 
organizations (Kelly & James, 2015). Accordingly, they play a larger leadership role within the 
college completion policymaking than smaller organizations. Similarly, is widely observed that 
these two foundations are engaged in venture, advocacy, or strategic grant making (Katz, 2012; 
Hall & Thomas, 2012). As Lumina explained in their most recent strategic plan, they are “acting 
strategically to produce the conditions that will lead to much higher levels of attainment and to 
help mobilize the individuals, organizations, institutions, and governments throughout the U.S. 
that must act” (Lumina, 2013, p. 1). Although their involvement in the completion agenda or 
                                                          
7 Author’s calculations based on data retrieved from the foundation’s website in fall 2017.  
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their decision-making processes may not be representative of smaller foundations, as they are 
widely acknowledged as leaders among foundations investing in higher education reform.  
Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation. The Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation was launched 
in 2000 and in 2014 reported assets over $44 billion (Foundation Center, 2017). While the 
foundation is well-known for its work on global health initiatives, the education programs at the 
foundation fall under the “United State Program” area, which includes both K-12 and 
postsecondary education strategies. The postsecondary success strategy was created following 
Warren Buffet’s investment in the foundation, which was announced in 2006. Since then, the 
foundation has received annual installments between $1.25 billion and $2.17 billion in 2016. 
While the Buffet investment also supports other areas of the foundation’s work, the gift started a 
deliberative process that culminated in the creation of the postsecondary strategy in 2009. Today, 
the postsecondary success website highlights three “Areas of Focus” including “Innovations,” 
“Incentives,” and “Collaboration.” Under “Innovations” are listed the foundation’s current 
reform areas including Digital Learning, Remedial Education, Technology-Enabled Advising, 
Emergency Aid, and Transfer.  
Lumina Foundation. The Lumina Foundation is what is known as a “conversion” 
foundation, created when a non-profit organization sell its assets. In this case, the foundation was 
created in 2000 when USA Group, Inc., the nation’s largest guarantor of student loans, sold its 
assets to Sallie Mae for $770 million. At the time, the board of the new foundation (then called 
Lumina Foundation for Education) decided that the foundation’s focus would be to improve 
college access and success (Lumina Foundation, 2007). However, this changed when, in the 
2008 Annual Report, the Chairman of the Board, John M. Metz, announced that Lumina was 
becoming “an outcomes-based organization” and had developed the “The Big Goal” (later 
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renamed “Goal 2025”). At the same time, the foundation hired Jamie Merisotis to be the 
President and CEO of Lumina, and in 2009, the foundation released its first strategic plan. Since 
then, the foundation has released strategic plans every four years, in 2013, and 2017. Merisotis 
came to Lumina Foundation from the Institute of Higher Education Policy (IHEP), where he was 
the co-founder and president.  
Since its creation, Lumina Foundation has been the largest private foundation with a 
singular focus on postsecondary education. One of the defining features of the foundation’s work 
over the last ten years has been Goal 2025. To reach Goal 2025, the foundation wants 60 percent 
of American adults to complete a “high quality” credential by 2025. The foundation releases 
yearly progress reports towards the goals, called “Stronger Nation,” which track attainment rates 
nationally, but also by state and by county.  
Data Collection 
 Case study research lends itself to a variety of data collection procedures. Drawing on 
data from a number of sources improves the validity of a study’s finding through the process of 
data triangulation (Creswell, 2013; Maxwell, 2013; Miles, Huberman, & Saldana, 2013; Yin, 
2014). As such, this study relies on data from several sources that provide insight into the 
processes by which foundation determine their higher education agendas, collaborate with 
intermediary organizations, engage with policymakers, and attempt to impact higher education 
policymaking around completion. These primary sources include:  
1) Interviews with individuals from both foundations and actors in intermediary 
organizations. 
2) Foundation documents including written reports, blog posts, strategic plans, mission 
statements, press releases, annual reports, and speeches that discuss how the 
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foundations’ identified problems, potential solutions, and/or discussed their theory of 
change. 
Interviews 
Drawing upon my familiarity with actors and organizations in the completion movement, 
I employed a purposeful, non-random approach to identifying interviewees for my study. 
Purposeful sampling enables the researcher to select participants “who will best help the 
researcher understand the problem” (Creswell, 2013, p. 189). As purposeful sampling is a 
“strategy in which particular settings, persons, or activities are selected deliberately in order to 
provide information that can’t be gotten as well from other choices” (Maxwell, 2013, p. 88), this 
approach facilitated a diverse sample of participants from within the foundations and within the 
intermediary organizations.  
Two important steps in the data collection process are identifying which people to 
include in the study and determining how to gain access to these individuals (Creswell, 2013). 
As part of my work at the Community College Research Center, I have worked on several 
projects related to increasing college completion, including projects funded by both Lumina 
Foundation and the Gates Foundation. Despite my familiarity and working relationship with 
actors within the foundations and intermediary organizations, the findings presented in this study 
are based only on data collected for purposes of this study alone. My position within an 
intermediary organization (the Community College Research Center) may have had an impact on 
my interpretation and analysis of the findings presented in this study. It has allowed me to have 
research access and insights I may not otherwise have had, but it may also have constrained my 
awareness and interpretations in other ways.  Table 2 shows the number of interviews conducted 
for this study: 
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Table 2. Interviews by Type of Organization 
Type of Organization Total interviews 
Gates Foundation 12 
Lumina Foundation 10 
Intermediary Organizations 17 
Total interviews 39 
  
Interviews were approximately 60 minutes and took place over the phone in spring and 
summer 2016. In several cases, I conducted follow-up interviews in fall 2017 and spring 2018 to 
ask additional or clarifying questions that emerged during analysis. Participants are not 
identified, and in the case of the actors within intermediary organizations, I am not identifying 
their organizational affiliation. In the case of the foundations, a few respondents did not want to 
be identified by their organization, so I am not quoting them within this study. With consent 
from interviewees, all interviews were recorded and then professionally transcribed. 
Interviews with Foundation Respondents 
Across the two foundations, I conducted interviews with 22 current and former 
foundation employees. I included the former program officers because I was concerned about the 
willingness of current employees to discuss the foundations’ higher education agenda and 
because I thought that former employees may offer a different perspective than current 
employees. Again, I employed purposeful selection to identify potential interviewees who I 
thought could inform my research questions. In the end, not everyone responded to my 
invitation, and after discussing the study, some chose not to participate.  
I used a semi-structured interview protocol to guide these interviews. The protocol 
included questions about how the foundation respondents perceived the causes of low college 
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completion rates, how the foundation developed solutions to address those problems, and how 
they go about attempting to foster adoption of those solutions. Two sections of the interview 
protocol that I did not end up including in this study was about the impacts of the foundations’ 
work and federal policymaking. Due to time limitations I did not always ask these questions, and 
when I did, I did not feel that I was adequately able to explore these areas. See Appendix A for a 
copy of this interview protocol.  
Intermediary Organizations 
To examine the role of intermediary organizations in the completion agenda, and to 
understand how these organizations perceive, and take part in the foundations’ decision-making 
processes, I recruited study participants from four types of intermediary organizations, based on 
the classification of intermediary organizations in Hall & Thomas (2012). These are:  
1. Interstate membership organizations  
2. Policy and advocacy organizations 
3. Research organizations 
4. Consultants and consulting agencies 







Table 3. Interviews by Type of Intermediary Organization 
Type of Intermediary Organization Total Interviews 
Consulting 4 
Membership 4 
Policy & Advocacy 7 
Research 2 
Total number of interviews 17 
Total number of organizations 14 
 
 
Interviews with intermediary actors were approximately 60 minutes and followed a semi-
structured interview protocol. The interview protocol was informed by the research questions, 
theoretical framework, and literature review and included many of the same topics as the 
interview protocol with the foundation participants. However, in addition to including questions 
about the how the intermediary actors think about problems in higher education and solutions to 
address those problems, the protocol asked the interviewees about their understanding and 
assessment of the foundations’ higher education agendas. As part of this, I was interested in how 
the intermediaries work with the foundations to help them identify problems and/or potential 
solutions. This included questions like, “In what ways do you work with the foundations to help 
them identify potential solutions,” “What information seemed most compelling to the foundation 
representatives?” and “What characteristics of solutions made them appealing to the 




The second data source for this study includes documents created by the foundation and 
by foundation leaders, including written reports, publicity materials, blog posts, newsletters, 
strategic plans, press releases, annual reports, and speeches that discuss higher education agendas 
of the two foundations. To collect these materials, I conducted a thorough scan of the 
foundations’ websites for both current and archival documents. This search produced a wide 
range of materials including Lumina’s three strategic plans, state policy agendas from both 
foundations, speeches by foundation leadership, and papers or reports about various reforms. I 
also included several editorials written by foundation leaders. I collected over 100 documents; a 
partial list of these materials is available in Appendix D.  
Analytic Approach 
Interview transcripts were uploaded into Dedoose qualitative data analysis program and 
analyzed using the constant comparative method (Boeije, 2002; Glaser & Strauss, 1967). To 
conduct this method of data analysis, I analyzed the data as I was conducting the interviews as 
opposed to waiting until I had completed all interviews. As data collection for this project 
proceeded in stages, beginning with the foundations, and then moving onto the intermediary 
actors, this method of analysis helped me to decide who else I wanted to interview and enabled 
me to adjust the protocols as new questions emerged during data collection. In the case of both 
foundations and the intermediary organizations, I continued to conduct interviews until I 
achieved saturation and no new information relevant to my research questions was being brought 
up in the interviews (Boeije, 2002). 
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Coding and Analysis 
To analyze the data, I began with a set of “start” codes guided by my research questions, 
theoretical framework, and based on the review of the literature. I also developed a set of global 
codes based on the interviewees’ organizational affiliation. As coding progressed, I developed 
additional codes and sub-codes based on themes that emerged in the interviews (Miles & 
Huberman, 1984).  
To address my first research question, “What are the foundations’ goals for the higher 
education and how did they develop these goals?” I developed one start code – “Goals” – but 
soon realized that interviewees were talking about two types of goals: goals related to their 
ultimate aims in helping more students completion a postsecondary credential and numerical 
goals, which I call targets. I also added a code focused on how the foundations’ developed their 
goals, which I applied to any discussion of how the foundations created either their ultimate 
goals or their numeric goals, including what information, research, or evidence they used to 
inform their goals.  
For the second research question, “How do foundations identify problems in education 
and develop solutions to address these problems?” I developed a series of start codes that would 
identify when interviewees were identifying what problems they were most concerned about, as 
well as when they were discussing the process by which they identified these problems. As part 
of the process question, I added in sub-codes to identify when intermediary actors were involved 
in these conversations, when they were relying on data, research, and evidence, and how they 
perceived these issues to change over time. Another start code for this question related to who 
(from the foundation actor’s perspective) first started discussing these problems. Here I included 
sub-codes to identify different potential actors including other foundations, membership 
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organizations, advocacy and policy organizations, research organizations, and others. As part of 
this question, I was also interested in how the foundation came to consensus around certain 
problem definitions and solutions. This part of the question is largely informed by the concept of 
the policy entrepreneur and what strategies a policy entrepreneur within a foundation might 
employ to gather support. Finally, because many actors within the intermediary organizations 
talked about one foundation in relation to the other, I added in a code to identify when 
respondents were directly comparing one foundation to another.  
For the third research questions, “How do foundations engage with policymakers, 
intermediary organizations, and higher education institutions to advance their problem 
definitions and proposed solutions?” I began with start codes for each of these three groups and 
one code—“Role of Foundation”—that was designed to capture data related to how the 
foundations perceive their role in within the college completion movement. Again, this relates to 
the literature on policy entrepreneurship, and my hypothesis that foundations are operating as 
policy entrepreneurs. As coding progressed, I added in sub-codes related to the roles of 
intermediary organizations, states that the foundations preferred to work with, and the 
foundations’ strategies for generating support around an idea.  
And finally, for the last research question, “What is intermediary organizations actors’ 
understanding of the foundations’ higher education agendas?” I created a set of codes that 
would distinguish between information relevant to foundations’ perceptions of, and work with, 
intermediaries, and the perceptions of the intermediary organizations themselves related to the 
areas of “Problems in higher education” and “Solution development.” As I was also interested in 
how the intermediary actors worked with the foundations, I added a set of codes to capture data 
on how they make the case to the foundations (including the use of data, evidence, storytelling 
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and other strategies) that were developed based on the work of Deborah Stone (see theoretical 
framework). I also added codes related to the intermediaries’ perceptions of what makes certain 
solutions appealing to the foundation, and the foundations’ policymaking approach. During the 
coding process, I added a code to capture the intermediaries’ critiques of the foundations’ higher 
education agendas, which was not part of my original protocol.  
 Finally, the codebook includes two codes that related to questions about “Impacts” and 
“Federal Policymaking” that I did not end up including in the findings for this study. As 
previously discussed, I did not have adequate time during the interviews to discuss how the 
foundations are assessing impact, and due to time constraints, I was not able to ask these 
questions of most respondents. Related to federal policymaking, as interviews progressed, 
respondents within both foundations as well as across the intermediary organizations focused on 
discussed the foundations work in states. Many respondents had minimal experience with federal 
policymaking or were simply more familiar with state policymaking.  
  After completing the coding, I ran queries in Dedoose and used this output to further 
analyze the data by creating analytic tables (Miles et al., 2013). Using the analytic tables, I was 
able to identify how many respondents discussed a certain topic, and further categorize the 
responses by subcategories or new themes. For example, during coding for research question 
two, I coded when respondents discussed policy learning. When I was analyzing responses in the 
analytic tables, I was able to further identify what influenced this policy learning, whether it was 
partner organizations, individuals, program evaluation, data analysis, or previous investments.  
 Finally, I produced memos on various topics in this study as I was conducting the 
analysis. These included memos on each foundation’s overall higher education agenda, and 
outlines of key findings. Writing each chapter also proceeded in stages, by first writing up the 
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findings for each foundation, followed by a comparison analysis, and then merging the parts 
together, and at times, reorganization within and between chapters, as the foundation’s agendas 
became clearer through the process of analysis, writing, and re-writing.   
Validity and Reliability 
Validity refers to the correctness of a study’s findings and conclusions, or the “credibility 
of a description, conclusion, explanation, interpretation, or other sort of account” of the research 
(Maxwell, 2013, p. 122). There are two types of validity: internal validity and external validity. 
Internal validity refers to whether the study “investigates what it is meant to” (Malterud, 2001, p. 
484), while external validity refers to whether the study is “generalizable of findings and the 
representativeness of subjects, tests and testing situations” (Sandelowski, 1986, p. 31). Guba and 
Lincoln (1985) established four criteria for judging the “trustworthiness” (or validity) of 
qualitative research. These are: credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability. 
These authors recommended several strategies a researcher can use to attain trustworthiness, 
including the use of negative cases, peer debriefing, prolonged engagement and observation, 
audit trails and member checks (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  
To guard against threats to both the internal and external validity of this study’s findings 
and conclusions, several validity strategies were incorporated into the design of this study. These 
verifications strategies were used throughout the data collection and analysis, rather than at the 
end (Boeije, 2002). By conducting these strategies throughout the course of the study, I was able 
to course correct the direction and analysis of the study as it progressed. 
Internal validity. One method of ensuring the validity of a study is through data 
triangulation, or the collection of data from “a diverse range of individuals and settings, using a 
variety of methods” (Creswell, 2013; Maxwell, 2013, p. 128; Miles et al., 2013). Data 
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triangulation is important to maintaining the validity of a study because it encourages the 
researcher to ensure that any findings are reinforced by more than one data point, since these 
findings are more likely to be correct. In this study, data come from numerous sources including 
one-on-one interviews with actors from multiple types of organizations; news articles and 
previous research about the completion agenda and the role of foundations; and documents 
produced by the organizations at which interviews are conducted.  
Another way of maintaining internal validity is through the use of “rich, think 
descriptions” of a phenomenon (Creswell, 2013, p. 202; Maxwell, 2013). To develop this type of 
descriptive data, recorded and transcribed each interview to ensure that the accuracy of the data. 
Throughout the interview process, I periodically wrote brief memos in which I recoded my 
observations about the interviews, including any nuances about the subjects’ responses that could 
not be captured in a transcript. For example, I noted whether there were any topics that the 
interviewee seemed hesitant to discuss.  
A prolonged time in the field, immersed in the research also helps to ensure the internal 
validity of a study’s findings as it enables a researcher to check and confirm hypotheses as a 
study progresses (Becker & Geer, 1957; Creswell, 2013; Maxwell, 2013). Primary data 
collection for this study took about six months, but I conducted several follow-up interviews 
with the same respondents and new individuals in order to ask follow-up questions that arose 
during analysis.  
External validity. The external validity of a study refers to the “extent to which the 
findings…can be analytically generalized to other situations that were not part of the original 
study” (Yin, 2014, p. 238). Generalizations in qualitative research require a different approach 
than generalizations in quantitative research. In the case of case study research, generalizability 
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would presume that the case (or cases) in question were a sample drawn from a larger population 
of such cases. However, the cases (foundations) in this study were specifically chosen because of 
their prominence and leadership in the field, and for their ability to illuminate the politics and 
policymaking processes that take place. As such, this study employs “analytic generalization,” or 
the ability to expand and generalize to a theory or set theories (Yin, 2014, p. 21).  
This study is well set-up to pursue analytic generalization. In Chapter Two, I presented a 
theoretical framework that draws on several key policymaking theories to frame the present 
study. The data methods described in this chapter were informed by this theoretical framework; 
moreover, the theories are the basis for hypotheses about the processes that take place within 
foundations and between foundations and intermediary organization and policymakers. As I 
proceeded with data collection and analysis, I was able to draw upon these theories to examine 
how the research findings both supported and extended these theories (Firestone, 1993).  
 Reliability refers to the repeatability or consistency of the procedures employed by a 
researcher during the course of a study (Creswell, 2013; Yin, 2014). A study is therefore reliable 
if the research can be reproduced to yield comparable results (Miles et al., 2013). There are 
several steps that a qualitative researcher can employ to ensure reliability. The first is to maintain 
a “decision trail” throughout the course of a study (Boeije, 2002, p. 392). To maintain a record of 
my steps, I maintained notes about why and how I came to certain decisions throughout the 
course of this study, including why I selected certain people to interview. Moreover, as discussed 
in the previous section, I wrote memos throughout the interview process including a longer, more 
comprehensive memo following each stage of interviews (i.e. after completing interview at each 
foundation, and after completing an initial round of interviews with intermediary organization 
actors).  
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Chapter Four: The Foundations’ Goals for Higher Education and How They Plan to Reach Them 
The Gates Foundation 
In 2006, Warren Buffet announced that he would be donating approximately 85 percent 
of his $40 billion fortune to several foundations, and that the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation 
would receive approximately $30 billion paid in yearly installments. At the time, the gift nearly 
doubled the size of the foundation’s endowment and would support the foundation’s work in 
global healthcare and education reform in the United States. According to interviews with 
foundation informants, this gift set in motion a deliberative process that resulted in the creation 
of the “postsecondary success strategy.” One respondent described some of the deliberations that 
took place within the foundation to decide on an area that would have the greatest impact on 
inequality:  
They had a project for about a year and a half to figure out how to spend the [Buffet] 
money. They looked at all kinds of potential issues the Foundation could go into. 
Literally everything from prison re-entry to senior care. They ultimately decided on 
improving postsecondary education. The rationale was that the best way to break the 
intergenerational cycle of poverty was to help young people get a postsecondary degree 
by the time they were 26. That's because the research showed that parents who got the 
better education would have better earnings for their children. They would be young 
enough that the earnings would be passed on and that they would also pass those 
educational values. That was the original rationale. 
 
Another Gates Foundation respondent explained that higher education was a “smarter” and more 
“powerful” area that others like workforce development:  
I think in the early stages at Gates, that overarching, "What do we do? Where do we 
play?" was a question. They quickly came to the conclusion that it was about higher 
education. What about workforce improvement? Higher education was considered to be 
engaged with workforce, but also a cleaner, and a smarter thing to work on, because it 
seemed even more powerful than work force training.  
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The following sections will explore what the foundation did after deciding to develop a 
postsecondary success strategy, from adopting a goal to developing a strategy to achieve these 
goals.  
Goals for Higher Education 
This section reviews the goals of the postsecondary strategy within the Gates Foundation, 
as described by former and current program officers, which are in line with what foundation 
leaders – including Bill Gates – have publicly stated over the last several years. As I reviewed in 
Chapter One and Two, the foundation initially set a target of doubling the number of low-income 
students who earned a postsecondary credential by the age of 26 by 2025, and more recently 
stated that it hopes to produce 11 million more graduates by 2025.  
The Postsecondary Success website includes several statistics on “Today’s College 
Students.” According to the foundation’s website, 42% of college students today are non-white, 
“but these students aren’t as likely as white students to receive certificates and degrees. Closing 
these gaps is necessary to reduce income disparities and meet America’s workforce needs.” A 
foundation program officer further explained how the foundation developed the goal of doubling 
the completion rate among low-income students: 
[The postsecondary team] started collecting data…and saw that, "Wait a minute, we need 
to get more people to get a credential.” The initial data analysis showed there was a huge 
gap between students of color, low-income students, first-generation students, and the 
average. It was fifty-two percent completion overall, but only twenty-six percent if you 
were low-income, or a student of color. That became the goal for the foundation, was 
initially to double the percentage rate, double the completion rate for low-income 
students. 
 






By 2025, two thirds of all jobs in the US will require education beyond high school….At 
the current rate the US is producing college graduates, however, the country is expected 
to face a shortfall of 11 million skilled workers to fill those roles over the next 10 years, 
according to a new study by Georgetown University’s Center on Education and the 
Workforce. (B. Gates, 2015) 
 
My interviews confirmed the foundation’s interest in increasing postsecondary degree 
completion, with a focus on reducing the equity gaps among completers (Interviews #1, 2, 3, 4, 
5, 9, 10, 12). Another respondent elaborated on the importance of helping more Americans 
complete credentials. As this individual explains, the foundation views education, and 
specifically higher education, as a signaling device:  
The whole point is to increase the quality of life for as many people as possible, and the 
recognition that education is one of the social levers that has the most power behind it in 
terms of social mobility, enabling social mobility. Then you zero in on what elements of 
education are signifiers of success, or again, enablers, and the idea that high school 
graduation used to play that role in pre-World War 2 America. In post-World War 2 
America, increasingly, a college degree was a marker of both a social, and a socio-
economic marker of confidence in you as a worker, as a well-rounded person, as an 
educated person, as a productive person. That's why. That idea that everyone should have 
the opportunity to have that status is very powerful.  
 
Another Gates Foundation informant also summarized these two goals of the postsecondary 
strategy team at the foundation, with a focus on the goal of creating 11 million more college 
graduates by 2025: 
That became an organizing focus on two fronts. One the credential gap, just in terms of 
productivity is super concerning from the social mobility perspective and the economy, 
like that doesn't make any sense, that's not going to work and the equity issues that that 
reveals about our society and about the United States and about equal opportunity. We 
blended those two elements together, so we have the long-term goal around eleven 
million credentials in 2025, similar to Lumina. We come to the number from a different 
angle, but I think we both went Georgetown Center for Education and Workforce to get 
that math ...We want to eliminate socioeconomic background gender and race as a 
predictor for attainment. 
 
As these respondents explained, the foundation sees a strong link between increasing 
degree completion and reducing class and race inequalities. The rest of this chapter explores the 
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foundation’s decision-making process behind investments that it hopes will change higher 
education in ways that will improve postsecondary completion.   
Causes of the Completion Problem 
One of the first questions I posed to every respondent was, “Given your goals for college 
completion, what major educational issues or problems are you most concerned about?” With 
this question, I was attempting to learn about what the foundations perceive as the major causes 
of low completion rates. In this context, the words “issue” and “problem,” are used 
synonymously. In response to this question, I received answers that fell into two categories. First, 
several respondents identified issues that prevent students from graduating, including common 
“loss points” or attrition points in the entry to completion pipeline and college affordability. 
Second, several respondents discussed the process through which the foundation identified these 
problems.  
Student Loss Points 
The most commonly mentioned obstacle to completion of higher education degrees was 
“student loss points,” or points at which students most frequently drop out of higher education. 
As described by respondents, loss points occur along a student’s college path and often divert 
them from their completion goals. Common loss points include the transition from high school to 
college, developmental education, a student’s first college-level or “gateway” course, and when a 
student transfers from a community college to a four-year university (Interviews # 1, 2, 8, 10, 
12). Respondents also emphasized that these loss points most often affect the postsecondary 
completion of low-income and first-generation students that are a focus of the foundation’s goal: 
We've done ton of analysis on what we call the loss points between a student who shows 
up with some vulnerability in a variety of areas, compared to a student whose parents 
have gone to college or even they're a fourth or fifth generation college family. 
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The following respondent reiterated the importance of addressing developmental education, 
which is a loss point for low-income students:  
…"What's wrong? Where are the cracks in the pipeline?"….That's how the focus on 
developmental education, or remedial education came to the floor. It was clear that was 
an eddy, or a roundabout for so many students, a dump out place for some of the students. 
Fund accumulation with no degree at the end, dead end, for some of these students, for 
…those with a low-level income. 
 
Problem Identification Process 
In addition to identifying what problems presented the biggest barriers to increasing 
college completion and closing the achievement gap, program officers discussed the process by 
which the foundation started to identify these problems in higher education that hinder student 
completion. This first program officer describes a process that began with trying to understand 
why many students do not graduate from college, a process that began by investing in research to 
better understand why students were not completing, which led to a focus on community 
colleges, which enroll more low-income and minority students:  
One is, trying to understand why students weren't completing. There wasn't a lot of 
research on that until the question started being asked. There was little bit, but not a 
whole lot. Investing in that research, to get a much better understanding of why students 
weren't completing…The more we peel the onion, the messier it got. That's the issue of 
why aren't students completing. That was one. Another one was, how much data do we 
have to understand what the problem is?....The first four years of the strategy were 
focused on community colleges, because that was the main point of entry for the students 
that we were focused on, and continue to focus on. Focusing on community colleges and 
understanding what happens to students when they—why aren't they finishing? 
  
The focus on student loss points, and especially the focus on developmental education are 
important to the development of the foundation’s strategy, which is explored in the next section.  
Strategy Development & Overview of Foundation’s Reforms 
The reforms or tactics pursued by the foundation to meet its goal have changed since the 
postsecondary strategy was announced in 2008. The foundation’s first strategy focused on 
70 
developmental education reform, which then transitioned into a focus on institutional 
transformation. Since this shift, which occurred in 2010, the foundation has been consistent in its 
interest in reforming the full student experience in higher education institutions. As this section 
will show, some of these changes were due to the accumulation of new information gathered 
from partner organizations, individuals, evaluations, and higher education institutions 
themselves. This section has four parts. First, I provide an overview of the foundation’s three 
main reforms since 2008. Next, I will interpret how these changes occurred through the lens of 
the Advocacy Coalition Framework’s (ACF) theory of policy learning. As part of this process, 
foundation employees learned from successes and challenges of past initiatives or reforms, and 
received input from partner organizations, experts in the field, and higher education institutions 
themselves. Finally, I discuss factors that limit their policy learning. 
 Developmental education. The foundation’s original higher education strategy focused 
on developmental or remedial education, which was conceptualized as the primary barrier to 
completion. Sixty-eight percent of community college students and 40 percent of students at 
open-access four-year schools are placed into developmental education (Chen, 2016). Of the 
students who place into developmental education, only 33 percent ever enroll in their first 
college-level course (Bailey, Jeong, & Cho, 2010). The foundation explained this focus in an 
early publication about the postsecondary success strategy: “A particular focus in our early 
investments will be supporting efforts to improve remedial, or developmental, education, 
dramatically accelerating the rate of academic catch-up for poorly prepared young students and 
improving the first-year experience” (Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, 2009a, p. 6).  
Accordingly, the foundation believed that reforms aimed at more accurately placing 
students into developmental education versus college-level courses, or reforms that would 
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accelerate student through developmental education through shortened or accelerated classes, 
would help more students into college-level courses, and would therefore increase college 
completion. As Melinda Gates said in a speech in 2010, “the area where the need for innovation 
is most urgent is remedial education. Our research indicates that improving remediation is the 
single most important thing community colleges can do to increase the number of students who 
graduate” (M. Gates, 2010).  
As such, the foundation made numerous grants in support of developmental education 
reform, including a $16.5 million in grants to 15 community colleges and five states as part of 
the Developmental Education Initiative (DEI), the purpose of which was “to expand 
groundbreaking remedial education programs that experts say are key to dramatically boosting 
the college completion rates of low-income students and students of color” (Bill & Melinda 
Gates Foundation, 2009b). Support of the DEI was part of the foundation’s larger developmental 
education strategy. In April 2010, the foundation pledged up to $110 million dollars to support 
developmental education research and initiatives (Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, 2010). The 
following program officer from the Gates Foundation explains that the origins of the 
developmental education work, including the DEI, emerged out of research looking at the 
barriers to college-level work: 
The data there was, "Then what are the barriers?" That's where the interest in 
developmental ed, and some of those other issues came to bear looking at really what 
works, or doesn't work, or whether there is anything that could accelerate, or improve 
completion rates of those never getting to college-level work? That became a large focus. 
Again, the data was just, you have to work it back, and that's the barrier, and then what 
do you do? That's where the DEI initiative came out... 
 
Completion by Design. Later, the foundation pivoted from its focus on developmental 
education to a focus on the entire student experience, from entry through completion. In practice, 
this phase of the work pivoted away from focusing on reforming developmental education 
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(which occurs when students enter an institution) to the full student experience through 
graduation. The phase of the foundation’s work is best exemplified by the foundation’s 
Completion by Design (CBD) initiative. At the White House Community College Summit in 
2010, Melinda Gates announced that the foundation would be investing nearly $35 million 
dollars over five years in support of state-based cohorts to participate in the Completion by 
Design (CBD) initiative. Cohorts of colleges in three states—Florida, North Carolina, and 
Ohio—were ultimately chosen for the project. The goal of CBD was change across an institution 
and across the full student experience, from entry into a higher education institution, through 
completion. Accordingly, CBD was designed to address the “loss points” that respondents 
discussed in the previous section. In a 2010 concept paper describing the initiative, then-Director 
of the Postsecondary strategy, Hilary Pennington described how CBD would help institutions 
address these loss points. In the following quote, Pennington and Milliron discuss loss points 
(described previously) and momentum points, which are strategies to help students move 
successfully through the loss points: 
Completion by Design aims to mitigate the loss points and fortify the momentum points 
for low-income young adults….Completion by Design provides support for a campus- or 
college-based analysis to learn where along the pathway to completion students are being 
lost and to bring the right people together to design a model pathway to completion that 
employs proven and promising practices at every critical moment from enrollment to 
credential completion.” (Pennington & Milliron, 2010, p. 4)  
 
Solutions or Innovations. Most recently, the foundation is balancing its desires to both 
help colleges achieve “institutional transformation” and have a clearly identified set of solutions. 
Currently the foundation espouses both strategies publicly and through its investments. On the 
foundation’s website, for example, the foundation lists five “innovations”: remedial education, 
technology-enabled advising, emergency aid, and transfer. The foundation also supports a 
number of pathways initiatives, including the AACC Pathways Project, the goal of which is 
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institution-wide transformation.8 In 2017, the foundation also launched the “Frontier Set,” an 
initiative aimed at helping a set of leading colleges and universities implement a set of 
institution-level solutions that are “associated with significantly increasing student success. 
These include improved planning and student advising, increased use of digital learning 
approaches and tools to address student needs, and redesigned remedial education…” (Gates 
Foundation, 2017). This focus on scaling solutions is driven by the foundation’s belief that they 
have identified what solutions will help improve student success, and the next step is to take 
those practices to scale.  
Strategy Development through Policy Learning 
The Advocacy Coalition Framework’s theory of policy learning is instructive for 
analyzing these changes in the foundation’s change in strategy over time. According to the 
Advocacy Coalition Framework (ACF), policy learning can occur through increased knowledge 
about a topic or policy context, and the diffusion of new beliefs among coalition members 
typically leads to subtle policy changes (Sabatier & Jenkins-Smith, 1993, p. 42; Jenkins-Smith et 
al., 2014; Sabatier & Jenkins-Smith, 1999; Sabatier & Weible, 2007). Policy learning may occur 
through the accumulation of knowledge via policy analysis and research, and in the case of the 
foundation, respondents showed that this increased knowledge about a topic is acquired by 
evaluating past initiatives, through receipt of information and research from experts in the field, 
and by reviewing the success (or not) of past investments. However, a limitation of this process 
is that this policy learning is filtered through the beliefs and presuppositions of foundation 
officials, which may in part explain why policy learning affects only secondary beliefs.  
                                                          
8 For more information on the AACC Pathways Project, see: 
http://www.aacc.nche.edu/Resources/aaccprograms/pathways/Pages/default.aspx 
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Learning from Partner Organizations and Past Initiatives 
Two related sources of policy-learning are previous investments in initiatives or projects 
and information from partner organizations. The foundation often relies on partners in the field 
to provide information, context, research, and suggestions about its strategic direction related to 
past initiatives. Moreover, foundation respondents focused on the lessons learned from several 
national initiatives including the Developmental Education Initiative (DEI), Achieving the 
Dream (AtD), and Completion by Design (CBD). The lessons learned from these initiatives 
helped to untangle this question of what reforms can help college completion rates improve. As a 
result, the foundation’s strategy has changed over time, shifting from a focus on developmental 
education reform, to institutional transformation, to institutional transformation that is broken up 
into individual solutions. This section will review the key lessons learned over the course of the 
foundation’s engagement in higher education reform. 
The foundation’s initial focus on developmental education reform led to the belief that 
focusing on one aspect of the student experience would not lead to increases in student 
completion of degrees or credentials (Interviews #1, 2, 4, 5). In this example, the respondent 
points to research showing that even when students are passing developmental education (“dev 
ed”), they are not passing their first gateway course:  
What we recognized was that dev ed was originally conceptualized as a course you 
needed to fix. What we learned was that so much of what happened in the courses was 
influences by the intake process. We also identified that it wasn't about getting them 
[through] dev ed. We started to see the numbers that said they're completing dev ed but 
they're not passing gateway courses. CCRC [Community College Research 
Center]…were the ones that were absolutely critical in pushing us behind the scenes to 
say, wait a minute, it's about completion of gateway courses. It's not about completing 
dev ed.  
 
At the American Association of Community Colleges Annual Convention in New 
Orleans in April 2017, Suzanne Walsh, Deputy Director of the Postsecondary Success team 
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explained the foundation’s evolving approach to improving college completion. She said that the 
foundation’s “original success agenda was about fixing dev ed.”  However, the failure of these 
investments in developmental education to increase overall completion rates, revealed to the 
foundation that it “could no longer have a conversation about one single thing.” Accordingly, to 
increase completion, she explained that it would be necessary for the foundation to consider the 
student’s full journey through the institution, including at connection, entry, progress and 
completion (author’s notes).9  
Reconceptualizing the whole student experience was the motivating idea behind 
Completion by Design. However, in describing Completion by Design (CBD) in 2010, the 
foundation also acknowledged that it would be drawing on previous projects including 
Achieving the Dream, which “helped build an inventory of proven and promising practices upon 
which Completion by Design grantees will be able to draw” (Pennington & Milliron, 2010, p. 4). 
Moreover, CBD’s focus on institutional change also grew out of the foundation’s developmental 
education work, which focused on one aspect of the student experience:  
To create the types of change, institutional change…it's not about the best curriculum, the 
best math curriculum or the best English curriculum to get students through their 
developmental education courses, it's actually the transformation of institutional practices 
that support a student the first day they step on the campus and through degree 
completion. 
 
During an interview with another former program officer, we discussed the process by 
which the foundation came to support pathways reforms. The former program officer explained 
how the foundation engaged in discussions over time with various partner organizations about 
why other strategies—like developmental education—were not having the expected impact on 
                                                          




student success. However, as this respondent explains, it is not only the opinion of partners that 
drives the foundation’s interest in a strategy, but it’s also the evidence from the field and from 
higher education institutions about what’s working that influences the foundation’s strategy 
development process. 
As we were engaging in the developmental education space and it became evident that it 
wasn't about the best curriculum….Regardless of the best curriculum you could make, 
what were the institutional barriers for students engaging and moving forward. A trusted 
partner that the postsecondary team has had for the last 8, 9 years, CCRC or HCM, or 
whoever out there, are telling us that there's specific institutional practices that are 
helping students enroll in credit-bearing classes, complete those courses, and move onto 
completion. You start getting pockets of where that's happening and how it's 
happening….I think your question, in terms of why pathways? I think the evidence was 
pointing to more of institutional transformation. There was just a strong convergence of 
experts who are reflecting back to us what institutions are doing and thinking. 
 
The foundation also listens to higher education institutions for ideas about what solutions, 
or reforms will help the foundation meet its goal of increasing student success (Interview #1, 2, 
4, 10, 12). One program officer explained that a strategy is to find the institutions that are 
“outperforming their peers,” learn from those institutions, and then disseminate that information 
and those solutions to the field. This individual is referring to the Foundation’s Institutional 
Partnership initiative, which recently evolved into the Frontier Set: 
[We] take a really close look at how those institutions that are outperforming their 
peers…how they’re doing that and what is extractable from those learnings and how we 
would disseminate those learnings out into the field in a way that someone could mimic 
leverage, go faster than they would if they didn't have that information…  
Finally, for-profit consultants have contributed to the foundation’s learning process. 
According to one former foundation employee, the foundation would sometimes turn to 
consulting firms to conduct research and to provide ideas to the foundation about where they can 
make investments: 
…at Gates, what we would habitually do, would be to go to a 3rd party, a consulting 
firm…Sometimes it was McKinsey. Sometimes it was Bridgespan. Sometimes it was 
Foundational Strategies Group, FSG. It was different think tanks, or different consulting 
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firms, and have them canvas all the literature, collect reams of data, chomp and compute, 
create a very, very, lengthy and detailed PowerPoint deck that would create an argument 
and drill down a rationale for this kind of strategic decision. That was always the process 
that Gates went through, still does, in trying to figure out a strategic direction. There 
always are third parties involved.  
 
The Limitations of Policy Learning 
Despite the impacts of policy learning on the foundation’s strategy since 2008, the 
foundation also pursues ideas that it believes to be valid but that may not be grounded in research 
or other evidence of effectiveness. Current and former program officers described how in some 
cases, external partners were not brought into the strategy development process, but rather when 
it came time to implementing reforms that the foundation developed internally:  
But you know, the Gates Foundation is unique in not really letting the idea come forward, 
and saying, "Oh, that's interesting, maybe that will have an impact." It's pretty much 
targeting answers that they think are the answer, and then finding someone to implement 
that. There's much less exploration, innovation, searching for new ideas as it as the 
analytical approach of, "Here's the problem. Here's the barrier, then let's find someone to 
address that barrier." I think you see that in their investment strategy even now. There's 
never a solicited, or rarely, I think there have been some cases where proposals have 
influenced it, but it's much more analytical, based on what specific problem has already 
been identified, and solutions already identified.  
 
Another program officer, like the one above, said that the foundation does listen to the field to 
some extent during the strategy development process, but that it is unlikely that input from these 
advisors would have caused the foundation to change course: 
The basic underlying principal is that the experts know best. One of the key strategies of 
the Foundation…in my experience all along was for the Foundation to gather the best and 
the brightest in whatever field they're in, create those solutions and then deliver them to 
the field. I would say the team would listen to voices from the field, institutions and so 
forth…they would listen, but there was never a point, I'm pretty sure, the voice in the 
field would have stopped something. 
 
According to the ACF, policy learning can also be inhibited because individuals filter out 
or avoid belief-conflicting information. I propose that policy learning also occurs through the 
screen of certain presuppositions or beliefs held by policymakers. In the context of this research, 
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the range of solutions or strategies that the foundation members are willing to even consider may 
be limited or constrained. The foundation’s pursuit of technology solutions, for example, 
combined with minimal evidence or research showing positive effects, supports this theory. 
Instead, much of the literature on online learning in higher education has demonstrated that 
college students demonstrate little to no growth over time compared to students in traditional 
classrooms (Xu & Jaggars, 2013, 2014). However, as one respondent explained, the foundation 
continues to pursue technology solutions “for anything, or more appropriately, for everything.” 
In this first quote, the respondent first explains how in some cases—specifically 
developmental education and “policy work”—the foundation reviewed studies by research 
centers and policy organizations. However, the respondent then explains that Bill Gates’ interest 
in technology is what drives the foundation’s technology strategy. 
I mean the [CCRC] studies on dev ed really drove the deep dive investments in 
developmental education. HCM I think informed a lot of the policy work....The tech, no 
one informed that. That's just Bill. This is what Bill wants to do. I'm not saying he's 
wrong, but he feels pretty strongly there's a technology solution for just about anything, 
or maybe more appropriately stated, for everything. I don't think any data informed that. I 
think it was just that, that was just our effort to try to pioneer something in that area.  
 
This second respondent similarly point to Bill Gates’ interest in technology as the driving force 
behind the foundation’s focus on using technology to improve student learning and student 
outcomes. The respondent refers to use of technology in several ways including “digital classes,” 
“digital learning,” and “courseware.” Despite the different terms, this focus aligns with the 
publicly espoused “Digital Learning” innovation on the Gates Foundation website.10 
The ideas for the discrete solutions came from a whole variety of places. They came from 
research and literature…and it also comes from like Bill Gates saying, "I think digital 
classes and digital learning” - this is the Bill and Melinda Gates talking – “Leveraging 
software and technology that improves scale and experiences is where we come from.” 
                                                          
10See: http://postsecondary.gatesfoundation.org/areas-of-focus/solutions/digital-learning/ 
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Part of it is, he's a genius and he's like, "I think digital learning could do something. Can 
you go make some investments in that? Can you go think about that?"  
 
Building Internal Coalitions Around Potential Solutions 
To generate support for a strategy within the postsecondary team, foundation respondents 
highlighted the importance of internal advocacy to for a strategy or portfolio, and the importance 
of building coalitions around a strategy. Respondents also discussed what makes certain 
strategies more popular. This analysis draws on ideas from policy entrepreneurship theory and 
ACF.  Before exploring these facets of the casemaking process, the following program officer 
provides a useful overview of the process by which decisions are reached within the 
postsecondary team:  
In terms of gaining consensus, it's a process of making a compelling case essentially, 
eventually to the co-chairs of, "This is what the strategy needs to look like and these are 
the parameters of what we're going to pursue and why."….That consensus, ultimately is 
decided by the director of the program, before taking it up to the co-chairs, and the 
director works with the deputies. It's called the post-secondary leadership team. They 
work and have conversation. They don't always get to a great consensus. It's not always 
unanimous. 
 
Internal Advocacy via Evidence and Storytelling 
When discussing how to generate support for a solution, program officers highlighted the 
importance of being a compelling advocate for a proposal (Interviews #2, 4, 7, 9, 10). Being an 
advocate often includes having compelling data or evidence to support a point of view or a 
strategy or being able to tell a “good story” about why a certain strategy will work and why it 
should have support within the foundation. Here, the program officer is acting as a “policy 
entrepreneur” for their strategy. A policy entrepreneur is an individual who brings attention to 
certain problems, proposes solutions to address these problems, and brings individuals and 
organizations together around these policy solutions (Kingdon, 1995; Mintrom & Norman, 2009; 
Mintrom & Vergari, 1996).  
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To build coalitions, policy entrepreneurs find, interpret, and present evidence in ways that 
suggest that a problem is serious that current solutions are not effective (Mintrom & Norman, 
2009). Moreover, policy entrepreneurs are adept at mobilizing political supporters by identifying 
points of agreement and building coalitions of individuals and groups with diverse skills and 
knowledge. The following program officer was even more explicit about the need for a program 
officer to act as an organizer within the foundation in support of his or her strategy: “You have to 
seed ideas, build data, and then ultimately plant seeds within leadership to then redeliver the idea 
back to the team so you can get traction to run with it….Unless you go that route…everything 
sort of dies.” 
As part of the casemaking process, foundation respondents explained that it is important 
to have evidence of potential impacts:  
The number 1 is going to be evidence. Do you have good evidence that says this is a huge 
reason we lose 50% of students because of this issue? Financial aid is a good one. We 
probably lose 80% of students because of the cost issue. The second piece of evidence 
you would need is that you've got some potentially effective strategies for working 
through that issue like financial aid and improving outcomes. Evidence is the first thing... 
 
 In addition to having evidence in support of a solution area, this program officer stressed 
the importance of being able to convince others of the value of a strategy through compelling 
storytelling (Stone, 2002). Three program officers explained the importance of having a clear 
vision for reform, and the ability to convince others at the foundation to buy into the strategy (#3, 
7, 10):  
Then I think the third thing is the charismatic program officer who has a vision for how 
to reform a particular area of passion and ability to convince and compel a 
following….Gathering, collecting, and organizing the evidence to build a compelling 
argument as to why that would be an effective approach and how we thought we would 
deliver that approach and how many people we would impact, etc., etc. That process is 
vetted with a series of internal conversations both at the program levels. I might present 
at the PS [postsecondary] strategy and get feedback from my partners and critiques about 
the approach that was emerging. That gets vetted with the president eventually. 
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Factors Affecting Strategy Preferences  
As part of building coalitions, I discussed what made certain strategies or solutions more 
appealing within the foundation. Most responses fell into three main categories: 1) reforms with 
a technology focus; 2) strategies have the potential for broad adoption, and 3) strategies that 
would catalyze other types of behavioral changes in higher education institutions.  
Technology focus. Program officers discussed how the foundation’s focus on 
technology, or digital learning, has persisted since the beginning of the postsecondary strategy 
(Interviews #1, 4, 5, 7), as explained by a former program staffer: “Bill Gates' frame is change 
happens when a new technology gets created that opens up new opportunities and pushes people 
to reorganize how they do their work.” Additionally, another former program officer pointed to 
the fact that because of the co-chairs’ interest in technology solutions, if a program officer can 
incorporate a technology element into a proposal, it might “have a stronger tailwind” as it moves 
through the strategy development process: 
Then the second thing is hierarchy. For us, it's really the co-chairs Bill and Melinda and 
their interest and their beliefs. For instance, we have given our history and where the 
resources that fund the foundation, we've got a very strong technology lens to all of our 
work. Those approaches that incorporate technology I think have stronger tailwind in 
terms of moving forward as a priority issue area. Then depending on the director and the 
president of the foundation and their particular interests, all those things are reviewed up 
and down the hierarchy. 
 
Even the foundations’ work on developmental education reform as part of its early years had a 
technology focus:  
A critical focus of our early investments to build out a more successful postsecondary 
system will be to address the lack of academic preparation of incoming students. Recent 
studies suggest that 43 percent of all community college students are placed in remedial 
education courses. The quality of that experience determines the likelihood of 
completion. Today, only about one-third of poorly prepared students will enroll in a 
remedial course, complete it, and pass the exam required to go on to a college-level 
course. Despite the pressing need, few resources have been committed to generating 
innovation in remedial education. A particular focus of our early investments will be 
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supporting efforts to improve developmental education through technology. Our goal is 
to dramatically accelerate the pace of academic catch-up for poorly prepared students. 
(Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, 2009a, p. 10) 
 
Finally, in a speech to the Association of Public and Land-Grant Universities in 2012, Bill Gates 
discussed the foundation’s view that technology can be used to redesign students’ college 
experience:  
…the education we're currently providing, or the way we’re providing it, just isn't 
sustainable. Instead, we have to ask, "How can we use technology as a tool to recreate the 
entire college experience? How can we provide a better education to more people for less 
money? (B. Gates, 2012) 
 
Potential for broad adoption. To several respondents, strategies that would have broad 
resonance are favored by the foundation (Interviews #1, 4, 5, 11). This first respondent noted that 
the foundation was looking for strategies that could be applied nationally:  
I think the main one was promising practices that are working well in an environment 
that had potential to be a national model. That really is the emphasis….It was a search to 
find the national models, the game changers, the things that could change the system 
rather than support isolated innovation that is going to stay isolated.  
 
This focus on national reforms is not surprising given the foundation’s completion goals. 
As such, respondents discussed why the foundation ultimately decided against pursuing certain 
reforms. The quote explains that some of the early work by the postsecondary team on 
community partnerships was eventually ended because of the new leadership’s belief that this 
work at the local level would not lead to better outcomes fast enough: 
There was a whole stream of work around community partnership that was started in 
2009….with ten communities. It came down to where you had partnerships of mayors’ 
offices, community-based organizations, community colleges, and the K-12 system. They 
would rally their community around improving post-secondary outcomes and creating 
seamless transitions from high school through college. The original secondary strategy 
that was viewed as a very big part of the work. Ultimately…there was this sense that it 
was going to take too long to go community by community. The community organizing 
models didn't sit well with the Foundation and that portfolio was closed out. 
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Catalytic strategies. Finally, the foundation was attracted to strategies that can act as a 
catalyst to create other changes within higher education institutions (Interviews #1, 5, 11). The 
first respondent below explained that the appeal was that whatever change was initiated, it would 
spur changes across the institutions or across higher education systems: 
Bill Gates wanted to look for some lever that you could switch in the ecosystem that 
would make everything else rearrange. That's why in some sense policy is pretty 
appealing to Gates. They had ambitions to change at a national level. With the idea that if 
you could do something, make some change somewhere in an ecosystem it would force 
everything else to rearrange around it. Whether it was the advent of online learning, 
which would force professors to reorganize how they teach. Whether it was state policy, 
national policy, or dev ed. It ultimately became that sense of if you change this part of the 
system, and to truly change this part of the system, you are ultimately going to have 
implement and change all the other parts of the system.  
 
This second respondent made a similar point about how a strategy could stimulate change across 
an institution:  
Lahr: Was there anything that helped to get an idea through this system…? As a program 
officer, if you had an idea that would help you sell it? 
 
Respondent: Of course, the best is it would be something that was fairly certain to have 
the impacts, not something that was particularly risky, but something that could change 
the field, change the game in a different way. Things that were encouraged were really 
thinking, and again, because there wasn't as much research, really looking for, "What are 
some bold ideas that would have an impact on changing the possibility of success through 
dev ed?" Things that were directly related to, "Here's the problem, and here is a," if not 
bold, but, "Something that is going to have enough impact that it can change." The other 
kinds of things that were encouraged were actually solutions that went around, or were 
clearly not status quo in the higher ed system.  
 
And finally, in an interview with the Stanford Social Innovation Review, David 
Wertheimer, the deputy director of the Pacific Northwest Initiative at the Gates Foundation also 
explained the foundation’s interest in catalytic innovations: 
We believe here at the Gates Foundation, and I believe in my work in family 
homelessness, that the philanthropic sector dollar should be the most risk-tolerant, 
highest-risk dollar in the game of making systems change happen. Private philanthropic 




This section has explored how the foundation makes decisions about its education agenda 
with a focus on the processes by which program officers and senior foundation leadership 
develop and refine solutions to increase degree completion within the American higher education 
system. However, questions remain about how the strategies outlined by the respondents will 
directly address the issues of equity in higher education degree completion. While it is arguable 
that the equity gap could be narrowed when more students complete postsecondary credentials, 
the connection between completion and equity is not explicit within the foundation’s strategy. 
Instead, narrowing of the equity gap appears to be perceived as a by-product of improved 
completion. This issue will be further explored in the discussion and comparison of the two 
foundations at the end of this chapter.  
Lumina Foundation 
The following discussion about the Lumina Foundation will focus on many of the same 
topics as the previous section on the Gates Foundation. I will start by exploring the foundation’s 
goals, followed by a discussion of what respondents see as the primary obstacles to achieving 
those goals. Then, I will turn to a discussion of how the foundation is pursuing its goals and how 
these strategies have evolved over time.   
Nature of the Problem and Goals for Higher Education 
From Lumina Foundation’s founding in 2000, the board decided that its focus would be 
college access and success (Lumina Foundation, 2007). While this emphasis has remained 
constant, in the 2008 Annual Report, the Chairman of the Board, John M. Metz, announced that 
Lumina was becoming “an outcomes-based organization” with the creation of “The Big Goal.” 
Later renamed “Goal 2025,” its purpose was to focus Lumina’s efforts on increasing the 
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percentage of Americans with postsecondary credentials to 60% by the year 2025 (Lumina 
Foundation, 2008). According to Merisotis, the foundation based this goal on research by the 
Georgetown Center on Education and Workforce, as well as on current attainment rates in other 
countries (Merisotis, 2015b).  
In creating Goal 2025, the foundation set a postsecondary attainment goal for both itself 
and for the country, saying that reaching Goal 2025 “must be a national goal” (Lumina 
Foundation, 2008, p. 11). The foundation explained that “a 60 percent rate will equip our 
workforce to remain in the hunt with other nations eager to compete for jobs in a global 
marketplace” (Lumina Foundation, 2007, p. 109). The focus on a quantitative attainment goal 
also makes the foundation rather unique:  
We just work toward one thing unlike these other foundations. We are very unique in that 
we are very quantitative, and we take that very seriously. That we have a time limited 
goal and our goal focuses on closing equity gaps. Everything we are about is closing 
those gaps and increasing attainment.  
 
Since 2008, Goal 2025 is central to the foundation’s identity and strategy. During 
interviews with current and former foundation program officers, each respondent discussed Goal 
2025. Moreover, the goal is featured in materials and publications produced by the foundation, 
articles about the foundation, and in speeches given by foundation staff.  
The foundation makes several arguments in support of Goal 2025, including a public 
good argument, a workforce development argument, and an equity argument – that raising 
national attainment must include a narrowing or closing of postsecondary achievement gaps in 
order to “eliminate disparities in educational outcomes of students from historically underserved 
and underrepresented populations” (Lumina Foundation, 2017b, p. 2). Respondents within 
Lumina Foundation highlighted these motivations for increasing postsecondary attainment, as 
did the foundation’s three strategic plans (released in 2009, 2013, and 2017), public statements, 
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and speeches and testimony by Jamie Merisotis, the President and CEO of Lumina Foundation 
since 2008.  
First, the foundation and program officers argue that postsecondary education is a “public 
good” and that increasing postsecondary attainment will benefit both those with the additional 
education, and society, as explained by one Lumina program officer: 
I think the strength of the 60% goal is less around ... Yes, it's about what the economy is 
going to require in the future, but if we believe, as probably you and I believe, that post-
secondary education is not simply a private good, it is a public good, then we have got to 
find a way to prove to people that a larger percentage of them actually have to have a 
post-secondary education, and they received a public benefit from that, a public good 
from that. That means that from whether or not you're a doctor, a welder, or a plumber 
that you have a postsecondary education, and you went to college of some sort…and 
received an education after high school, and you're part of the economy. You're part of 
that higher educated economy in the state, and you then feel like you're part of a larger 
movement, and it becomes a public good.  
 
The 2013 strategic plan echoed this public good argument, and makes the case even more 
strongly that increasing educational attainment in the US will positively impact civic 
engagement, strengthen communities, and improve the health of its citizens: 
Increasing the number of college graduates will not only bolster our economy, it will also 
strengthen our democracy and communities throughout the nation. These social and 
cultural reasons for increasing educational attainment are, at times, undervalued. There is 
a wealth of evidence that increased attainment improves health, lowers crime rates, and 
yields citizens who are both globally aware and participate more in civic and democratic 
processes such as voting and volunteering, all of which have enormous implications for 
our democracy. (Lumina Foundation, 2013, p. 3) 
 
Similarly, the most recent strategic plan states that the “…the very opportunity to participate 
fully in American life—to hold a good job, participate as active citizens, raise a family, and 
contribute meaningfully to building safe and prosperous communities—now requires some form 
of postsecondary learning” (Lumina Foundation, 2017e, p. 3). 
 Second, the foundation points out that the US lags other countries in the percentage of the 
population with postsecondary credentials, as described on its website: 
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America now ranks a disappointing 11th in global postsecondary attainment, but the pace 
of attainment among younger adults is even more troubling. According to the OECD 
data, an astounding 64 percent of young adults (ages 25-34) in South Korea have 
completed education beyond high school. Those rates in Japan and Canada are 
approaching 60 percent, while young adults in the U.S. are hovering just above 41 
percent. (Lumina Foundation, 2017)11 
 
Third, the foundation cites a “skills gap” as rationale for Goal 2025. The skills gap 
argument holds that because postsecondary attainment rates are low, employers cannot find 
employees that possess the skills needed to succeed in available jobs. Moreover, the foundation 
argues that the jobs that exist today, as well as those that will be created in the future, will 
require some sort of postsecondary education. In the 2017 strategic plan, Lumina cites research 
from the Georgetown University Center on Education and Workforce (CEW) that “since 2011, 
the U.S. economy has added 11.5 million net new jobs for workers with postsecondary 
education, but only 800,000 for those with a high school diploma or less” (p. 3). The following 
excerpt from Lumina’s 2013 strategic plan also cites research by the Georgetown University 
CEW in making the case that postsecondary attainment is a necessary qualification for 
employment.  
While it is perhaps inevitable that there has also been a certain push-back to the goal and 
to the idea of increasing higher education attainment generally (more on that later), most 
now agree that, as a nation, we desperately need more citizens with postsecondary 
credentials. We now know that 65% of U.S. jobs—almost two-thirds—will require some 
form of postsecondary education by 2020 (Lumina Foundation, 2013, p. 2).12 
 
Another Lumina Foundation respondent echoed the importance of increasing education levels to 
prepare people for future jobs:  
Definitely the problem that we're focused on is that we believe, from the research we've 
done and seen, that the vast majority of jobs in the economy, in the next 15 to 20 years, 
ten to 20 years, is going to require some form of postsecondary credential. Whether that's 
a baccalaureate degree, associate degree, some sub-associate level credential with labor 
                                                          
11 See: https://www.luminafoundation.org/lumina-goal#goal-issue 
12 Both reports from the Georgetown research center cited here were written with support by Lumina, Gates and 
other foundations. 
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market value. Everyone is going to need, or the vast majority of people are going to need 
some form of post-secondary education. That is an organizing principle, and for the 
foundation, drives our work underneath it, to get the country to that point.  
 
Finally, the foundation believes that closing the postsecondary equity gaps is an integral 
part of its goal. According to this program officer, equity means that students of different racial 
or ethnic backgrounds are completing their educational goals at the same rates: 
When we think about equity it's not just about making sure that more students of color 
are attending higher education or postsecondary education. It's about ensuring that there 
are equitable outcomes that we don't see different outcomes between students of different 
races on campuses.   
 
Merisotis echoed the importance of the “equity case” to its attainment goal, emphasizing that the 
foundation’s support of policy and practices must be focused on closing the achievement gap 
between white and racial minority students. The following quote is from a speech given in 
Pennsylvania to the Pennsylvania Association of Councils of Trustees in 2013:  
Finally, there is also a compelling equity case to be made for achieving Goal 2025. As we 
all know, there are massive gaps in educational achievement in this country linked to race 
and class … persistent and pernicious inequities that have plagued us for decades. Here in 
Pennsylvania, the inequities are stark. The most recent Census figures show that more 
than 40 percent of white, working-age residents of this state ― that is, Pennsylvanians 25 
to 64 years old — have at least an associate degree. For African Americans in the same 
age group, the rate is far lower, just 23 percent; and for working-age Latinos in 
Pennsylvania, the rate is just 19.7 percent—less than half the rate of whites. Right there 
― in those huge and stubbornly persistent attainment gaps — you can see why change is 
so vital, and so urgent. (Merisotis, 2013) 
 
This equity mission is embedded in Goal 2025. In fact, closing the achievement gaps 
between these groups and white, middle to high income students is imperative for Lumina to 
meet its goal (Lumina Foundation, 2017). As part of this work, Lumina created an information 
campaign to highlight the changing demographics of higher education and to emphasize the 
importance of redesigning higher education in the ways described in the previous chapter. 
According to Lumina’s website, today’s students “…are low-income, racial and ethnic 
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minorities, working adults, and first-generation students.” The importance of raising awareness 
about this growing group of postsecondary attendees was highlighted by the following 
respondent: 
Another big bucket that the foundation pays a lot of attention to is meeting the needs of 
what we call today's students. As I was saying before student population has changed. By 
and large federal policies have been, they've…. really focused on a kind of student that is 
the exception and not the rule anymore. They really are focused on the student who's on 
campus for 4 years 2 semesters a year. That is just not how most students interact with 
post-secondary education….A lot of policy makers aren't aware that is not how most 
people interact with post-secondary education by in large. That is how most policy 
makers and their staff have interacted. 
 
 The concern about today’s students are two-fold. First is that postsecondary institutions 
are not well-designed to serve the needs of students who are older, first-generation, or returning 
adults. Second, that these students are currently completing credentials and degrees at lower rates 
than white, middle to upper class students. At a recent meeting of state leaders, Lumina 
Foundation’s Senior Vice President and Chief Strategy Officer Danette Howard, explained the 
need to close the equity achievement gap to meet Goal 2025: 
Across the nation, when you disaggregate the data there are significant long-standing 
gaps by race and ethnicity….Even states that have very high overall attainment rates 
sometimes also have very high equity gaps. And there’s no way we’re ever going to get 
to 60 percent unless we get very serious about addressing those equity gaps. (S. Jenkins, 
2017) 
 
Causes of the Completion Problem & Barriers to Improvements 
 In discussing the causes of low completion rates, respondents from Lumina Foundation—
including current and former employees—focused on issues pertaining to the organization, 
structure, and funding of the higher education system that are causing low completion rates, as 
well as issues that are interfering with the reform agenda. Interviewees identified five main 
concerns: a financial incentive structure for institutions that prioritizes enrollment over 
completion; the affordability of higher education for students; faculty that are not engaged in the 
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completion agenda; structural obstacles to completion and the costs of scaling the types of 
reforms necessary to increase completion. This section highlights the first three of these 
obstacles as they were the most commonly mentioned.  
Focus on Enrollment not Completion 
One issue that respondents discussed as an obstacle to Lumina’s completion goals was 
the funding system of higher education. Specifically, the foundation is concerned that the current 
system encourages higher education institutions to focus on enrollment and not on student 
completion (Interviews #1, 2, 3, 4, 5). As the foundation explains in the 2011 policy agenda, 
“Four Steps to Finishing First,” students “find a series of obstacles on the path to graduation—
institutions with financial incentives to enroll them but not to see that they complete courses of 
study… (Lumina Foundation, 2011, p. 4).  
Recently, Danette Howard, Senior Vice President and Chief Strategy Officer explained to 
the New York Times that many public higher education institutions are funded based on 
enrollment, which can have the effect of deemphasizing retention of existing students and 
focusing on new student recruitment. She explains that institutions “follow the dollars….A big 
part of it is how institutions are funded. Public universities receive resources based on how many 
students are enrolled. And when students are leaving, the focus is on replacing those students” 
(Rosenberg, 2017). Similarly, this program officer described the problem with enrollment-based 
funding formulas, specifically that it does not provide an incentive to institutions to focus on 
practices that would increase retention: 
You can use behavioral economics to get the institutions to start thinking about caring 
more about students, what happens to students after they enroll because if you have an 
enrollment driven formula, there's not much incentive there. Students become 
replaceable. If they drop out, they're actually doing you a favor in an enrollment-based 
system because they're going to get more expensive as they go along. 
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 Another program officer explained that when states start to fund institutions based on 
completion (or “the end of the rainbow”) it encourages institutions to reconsider how they help 
students persist and completion their degrees: 
If you change the payoff incentive structure to say...We'll pay for enrollment because it's 
important to preserve access but we also want you to pay attention to what happens to 
these students so we're going to put some money at the end of the rainbow. It does 
change how they think about things and I know this from just talking to people in 
institutions who are subjected to this stuff. They don't always like it but they do 
acknowledge that ... Even talking about putting something like this in place actually gets 
institutions to think harder about how they're serving students and better ways of doing 
that.  
 
Affordability and Student Finance 
 A second issue is higher education affordability or more broadly, issues related to student 
finance (Interviews #2, 3, 4, 8, 9). The primary concerns of the following respondents relate to 
students’ ability to pay for their education. The first respondent refers to a student’s “net price,” 
which is what the student is ultimately responsible for paying after receiving any need- or merit-
based grant aid from the federal government (e.g. Pell Grants), state governments, or the 
institution. This respondent explains that the foundation “know[s] that if students have fewer 
financial barriers [they] are more likely to persist. If you can reduce their net price they're more 
likely to persist….if we could have a better [finance] system it would help more students actually 
complete”.  
This second respondent also cited affordability as an important “policy issue” noting that 
students are often responsible for expenses beyond tuition and fees:  
There are policy issues related to the affordability of education, particularly public 
education….Those policy issues revolve primarily around affordability and financial 
issues in terms of being able to pay the cost, not just tuition and fees, but other costs 
related to attending an institution.  
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Finally, a third respondent discussed states’ history of providing merit-based aid to 
students, which tends to benefit more well-off students, since it is typically awarded based on 
high school grade point averages and scores on standardized tests. This comment speaks to the 
foundation’s focus on increased access and success among students of color, low-income, and 
adult students, who are less likely to receive merit-based, but are the focus on Lumina’s 
completion goals.  
On the other side of that, we have those…states that have invested in financial aid, but it 
might be merit-based financial aid, extensive dollars in merit-based aid. When you look 
at the research of the student demographic that typically gets [merit-based aid], it's in 
some cases, students who would already be able to afford a post-secondary education, 
and it definitely does not skew towards the need end of the spectrum. Providing that more 
substantial form of need-based aid is something that we argue for, and supporting those 
low-income students, because there's not the permeability, inter-generationally, of low 
income to middle income to upper income, as much as we really need to….encourage 
student mobility and economic mobility inter-generationally. 
 
Faculty Buy-In  
A third obstacle to the foundation’s completion goals are faculty members who may not 
fully embrace the completion movement and its goals (Interviews #3, 4). This response is 
slightly different in that it is not a cause of low completion rates, but rather a case of why it has 
been difficult to increase those numbers over time. The respondent below explains that faculty 
may not be as involved as other college representatives like presidents, trustees, and academic 
leaders: 
That launches us into the other side of the problem, which is until institutions and in 
particular, not necessarily the university presidents, and the trustees, and the academic 
leaders of the institution, but until the faculty of the institutions realize that they are both 
part of the problem and part of the solution, we're going to have a really hard time 
cracking this nut. I think that is the biggest challenge of the foundation, is how do we 
convince the faculty to embrace this broader goal around the completion, and see 
themselves as facilitators of students being successful? In a lot of cases, faculty members 
don't even see their role as helping the student to be successful in their own class, let 
alone in their course of study. That fundamentally has to change if we want to reach our 
attainment goals.  
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Strategy for Reaching Goal 2025 
Goal 2025 is central to the foundation’s approach to higher education reform, and since 
the adoption of the goal in 2008, it has been the driving force behind the foundation’s three 
strategic plans, and the reforms contained within them. The overarching strategy for Lumina 
Foundation is a fundamental redesign of the higher education system. This includes reforms 
including helping adult and returning students complete credentials, changing how institutions 
are funded, and a focus on competency-based education.  
Redesigning the American Postsecondary System 
The idea of higher education redesign has been prominently featured in the two most 
recent strategic plans and is frequently discussed by foundation leaders. The 2017 strategic plan 
emphasized the importance of “fundamental redesign” focused on students, high-quality 
learning, and closing attainment gaps: 
Modest, incremental improvement will not suffice. Indeed, fundamental redesign is 
required. We must move from a system that is centered on institutions and organized 
around time to one that is centered on students, organized around high-quality learning, 
and focused on closing attainment gaps. (Lumina Foundation, 2017e, p. 4) 
 
Based on interviews with individuals who work (or worked) for Lumina Foundation, 
statements by the CEO, and the foundation’s strategic plans and other reports, a redesigned 
higher education system would include changes on several related fronts. One change would be 
for institutions to expand their focus on helping adults and non-traditional learners return to 
finish a credential or enroll in higher education for the first time. The motivation behind this 
strategy is that the current American higher education system is not well designed to facilitate 
completion for “today’s students” who are older, are more likely to be working while attending 
college, and are more likely to be raising children. As one respondent explained, institutions are 
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not always set up for the convenience of students, a problem that is particularly relevant for 
returning adult students: 
How do you get institutions to think harder about the way they structure themselves for 
students and this is just my personal observation but most higher ed institutions are set up 
for the convenience of faculty, not the student. 
 
A second change would be a shift away from “a system based on time to one based on 
learning” (Lumina Foundation, 2013, p. 9). In this new system, a degree, certificate, credentials, 
or certification attainment is based whether a student has acquired a pre-determined set skills and 
knowledge. A subset of this shift would be an increase in alternative learning opportunities 
including competency-based education and prior learning assessments. A key to this new system 
is changing how learning is measured and acquired, as explained by the 2017 strategic plan: 
The learner-centered, outcomes-focused system will expand postsecondary opportunity 
by recognizing learning wherever and however it is obtained, offering a wide range of 
transparent, high-quality credentials at different levels, and connecting all forms of 
postsecondary learning through clear, learning-based pathways. (Lumina Foundation, 
2017e, p. 2) 
 
A third change is emphasizing credential alternatives to four-year degrees, including 
certificates, certifications, and associate degrees. According to Lumina, these elements add up to 
a “student-centered” institution (Lumina Foundation, 2013, p. 8). These components of a 
redesigned higher education system are explained in greater details in the following sections, 
beginning with a discussion of the foundation’s focus on adults and post traditional students.  
Focus on Adults and Students Returning to Higher Education 
 According to Lumina Foundation, one feature of a redesigned postsecondary learning 
system is a focus on helping adult students complete a credential (Interviews #3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 9). 
This may include adults who have never enrolled in postsecondary education, and those that left 
before completing a degree or credential. As Lumina explains, helping these former and potential 
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students complete credentials or degrees is necessary for the foundation to reach Goal 2025. The 
following quote is from the 2013 strategic plan and explains how adult students are critical to the 
foundation’s path to 60% by 2025: 
First, we can get more college degrees from adults—both those who didn’t go to college 
directly from high school and those who did but left without a degree. Increasing 
enrollment by first-time adult students could realistically add 1.5 million college 
graduates to the total. Targeting adults who attended college but never completed a 
degree would yield even more. Today, 36.2 million Americans between the ages of 25 
and 64 fall into this category. If just 10% of them completed a degree or other high-
quality credential, 3.6 million degree holders would be added to the total. (Lumina 
Foundation, 2013, p. 6) 
 
A respondent from the foundation also emphasized the importance of adult students to the 
foundation’s attainment goal: 
The reason that we focus on adults, if we have a 60% goal, just looking at the population 
and the fact that 20% of adults have some college, no degree. They actually enrolled and 
then dropped out or were unable to complete for one reason or another. It's really a 
numbers game. Because we cannot just focus on traditional aged students to reach the 
goal. There is an economic imperative and a societal imperative, how can we provide 
better opportunities for adults? Postsecondary education is the key to that.  
 
In support of this emphasis, a 2015 Gallup/Lumina poll found that 16 percent of adults 
surveyed had “some college” but did not receive an associate or Bachelor’s degree. Of this 16 
percent, approximately half of the respondents indicated that they would like to complete a 
degree at some point (Gallup, 2016, p. 21).  
In the 2017 strategic plan, the foundation laid out a “roadmap” for reaching Goal 2025. 
This roadmap included target attainment goals for three populations: traditional-aged students, 
returning adult students (those with some postsecondary education but no credential), and adults 
with no postsecondary education (Lumina Foundation, 2017, p. 4-5). Of the 16.4 million 
credential-holders that Lumina estimates the country needs to add by 2025, the foundation 
projects that 11.6 million will need to be continuing or new adult learners. Note that this is a 
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large increase from the targets and projects set in the 2013 strategic plan, as described in the 
previous quote.  
Measuring Learning and Not Credits Completed 
A critical component of Lumina’s plan to help adult students complete credentials is to 
focus on measuring learning, and not how many credits students complete. This system would 
take into account knowledge and skills gained through work, the military or other experiences in 
order to determine whether students have mastered certain key competencies of a course or a 
credential (Interviews #1, 4, 5, 7, 9, 10).  
In the 2017 strategic plan, the foundation promotes the idea that all Americans should 
“obtain postsecondary learning leading to quality credentials” (Lumina Foundation, 2017e, p. 3). 
According to the strategic plan, within a redesigned higher education system learning could be 
assessed through competency-based education and prior learning assessments. Danette Howard, 
the Senior Vice President and Chief Strategy Officer explained that the rationale for the shift 
towards measuring competencies and not the number of courses students complete: 
It doesn’t matter how much time a person spends in a traditional classroom and within 
the confines of a traditional university campus….What matters are the competencies that 
a person is able to demonstrate and the knowledge that a person is able to show that he or 
she has mastered. So, the competencies are the currency that should be recognized and 
can be converted into a credential. (Lumina Foundation, 2017g) 
 
Similarly, Merisotis explained that “students should get credit for what they know and 
what they can do, and all learning should count ― no matter how, when or where it was 
obtained” (Merisotis, 2014b). As such, skills, knowledge, and experience gained outside of the 
higher education system would be recognized and count towards a credential or certification 
under this new system. The foundation and its representatives explain that many people with 
work experience, but no credential were disproportionally impacted by the Great Recession:  
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When the recession hit, those people without a credential had nothing. The skills and 
knowledge that they had acquired on the job were not documented in any way, nor were 
they a credential that they could take somewhere else. They were hit the hardest. We 
need to make sure that we can open up and have a more transparent system where and 
individual can have their learning recognized, and then actually become mobile with that, 
use that in other places or settings. We are really trying to fix that. 
 
The foundation proposes that in order to capture all learning experiences there should be 
a “national expansion” of competency-based education (Lumina Foundation, 2017e, p. 8). 
Competency-based education (CBE) is featured in Lumina’s 2013 and 2017 strategic plans. The 
following excerpt from the 2017 plan explained how the foundation views CBE, and how it can 
help students who left higher education complete credentials:  
Lumina’s work has shown that many of the Americans in the Some College, No Degree 
population understand the value of a postsecondary credential and want to earn one, but 
face significant challenges in doing so. In many cases, these potential students hold 
credits from several institutions and have picked up valuable postsecondary knowledge 
and skills on the job or from alternative providers. Often their interests and circumstances 
have changed, and they require a different pathway to a credential than the one they 
started on. Our work has shown that well-designed, high-quality competency-based 
programs—along with other innovative delivery models such as completion colleges and 
open-source online programs—can help these Americans obtain high-quality 
postsecondary credentials. (Lumina Foundation, 2017e, p. 8) 
 
Moreover, as one respondent explained, CBE can provide a way to reach students who are not 
well-served by the current higher education system, or by a “traditional academic classroom 
environment”: 
I think that people felt like it [competency-based education] was a way to reach students 
who aren't being well served now. It was about…a better way to plan and organize and 
support education as students who maybe don't need or want or aren't going to do well in 
a traditional academic classroom environment….If you can define what students need to 
know, understand to be able to do to get the credential on the back end, it opens up and 
you have to do the assessment. You know whether they can know and apply those things. 
They develop those skills.  
 
Lumina has supported several initiatives and projects related to new ways of measuring 
student learning and ensuring that student receive credit for knowledge acquired throughout their 
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lives. One of these efforts was called the “Completion Colleges.” These colleges are not new 
institutions, but are oriented toward serving adult students, and are focused on making it easier 
for returning students to complete a degree by recognizing prior credits earned, military training, 
and awarding credits through prior learning assessments.  
We're doing some work with institutions we call “completion colleges” …. A lot of them 
started in the 70s...Most of them are public…. They have a mission of serving adults and 
they have a particular unique skill set around integrating credits earned from a variety of 
different places and making sense out of peoples incorporate military training and 
incorporating prior learning assessment. Basically, add it up and tell these students who 
left college and didn't finish, what they need to do to complete, how long will it take and 
how much will it cost….They're low cost per completion because these students are 
walking around with what I call, stranded credit hours. [The credits] are no good unless 
they can somehow integrate them into an institution….They might, for example, be less 
inclined to say that your credit expired after five years and one month or something… 
 
The work around measuring learning and learning outcomes assessment led in part to the 
foundation’s focus on competency-based education, which as one respondent explained, “…was 
something very early on that we thought could be an accelerate towards attainment”.  
Offering Alternatives to Four-Year Degrees 
A third part of the foundation’s higher education redesign efforts includes ensuring that 
students are provided with educational pathways that include shorter alternatives to the 
traditional four-year degree (Interviews #3, 4, 10). In the 2017 strategic plan, the foundation 
called for offering “Pathways to initial credentials – including certificates and certifications – for 
adults without postsecondary education” (Lumina Foundation, 2017e, p. 9). As one respondent 
explained, Lumina is interested in expanding the definition of an “educated person” beyond 
those with four-year degrees: 
Why do we have to peg an educated person as a person with a 4-year degree? What about 
all these alternative ways of learning after high school? That's still more emergent. 
Lumina pays a lot of attention to it….this idea of new systems, and an overthrow of the 
higher education system... 
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Another respondent similarly discussed the foundation’s interest in facilitating an expansion of 
credentials beyond four-year degrees, this time focusing on the student perspective:  
Not every student needs or wants traditional residential experience or a four-year degree. 
It's just the recognition that there's a lot of different wants and needs out there and there 
are different approaches. It's not for everybody but there are people who are looking for 
this and it should be an option that's available to them.  
 
Although the language in the most recent strategic plan focuses on using this strategy to 
help students with no prior experience in higher education begin and complete a credential, the 
following respondent also explained that when targeting the population of adults with some 
college but no credential, it is often more feasible to re-enroll these adults in a certificate or 
certification program as opposed to a baccalaureate degree, and that these credentials can still 
provide a wage increase: 
As we really start think about, "How do we best serve adults?" then we really can move 
those numbers, because that's, right now, the low hanging fruit on the 30-something 
million adults with college and no degree, is very promising. We've started to see some 
states that are going out and attracting those, a certain subset of that population, a certain 
demographic of that population, back into, in a lot of cases, community college or 
technical college, to get an industry-valued credential. In a lot of cases, it's really, really 
hard to convince them to come back…and get their baccalaureate degree, but it's not so 
tough to necessarily get them to come back and get their RN, or come back to the 
technical school and get their mechatronic certification, or certificate, so that they can go 
make a family spanning wage in a more long-term job.  
 
Policy Learning within Lumina Foundation 
As discussed in the previous section on the Gates Foundation, I propose that policy 
learning occurs as information is filtered through people’s beliefs and values, which in turn 
affects their views on potential policy solutions. This information may come from multiple 
sources, including policy analysis, research, and in the case of the foundation, via analysis of 
past investments and from feedback from partner organizations, grantees, and individuals in the 
field. Within Lumina Foundation, respondents were less likely to discuss what they learned and 
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if and how this changed the foundation’s support of reforms. Rather, the discussion around any 
changes was generally not specific to certain reforms but related more to the foundation’s 
strategic plans and how the focus of those plans evolved over time. For example, one respondent 
discussed how Lumina initially developed a focus on higher education reform, which was a new 
focus with the introduction of Goal 2025 and the hiring of Jamie Merisotis: 
Things have changed. Lumina was very much not about changing higher education in 
those early days. I think it was with Jamie, with Goal 2025, and with the restructuring of 
thinking that went along with that goal, that it became clear that higher education reform 
has to be on the table….He led the way in that respect, allowing Lumina to go in those 
directions of thinking about the future, thinking about structure, thinking about profound 
reform.  
  
Since the adoption of Goal 2025, the foundation has released a new strategic plan every 
four years, and these plans provide insight into how the foundation’s strategy has evolved. 
According to the following respondent, the 2009 strategic plan was around goal setting and 
raising awareness of the goal. Four years later, the 2013 strategic plan was about identifying 
tactics for achieving the goal:  
The previous plan was around goal setting. This current plan is around, let's identify the 
tactics. The board, later this year, will make a decision on the future plan that's coming 
up, because this current plan is sun setting this year. That's what's been kind of nice, it's 
like it's very nimble, and it's very ... It reacts to what the field is saying. I think it's a 
wrong move for any organization to not look and listen to what the field is saying. 
Practice leads to policy leads to collective impact. So yeah, that's really what that was, it's 
like listening to what research advocacy and the states were saying around the goals.  
 
The following respondent also discussed the process the foundation was going through in 
fall 2016 to reflect on the past strategic plan as part of the current planning process (for the 2017 
plan). The respondent notes that the foundation invites grantees, researchers in the field, and 
foundation employees to discuss strategies for reaching Goal 2025. Note that at the end, the 
respondent explains that it is ultimately up to the board and the executive team to determine the 
direction of the foundation and finalize the plan: 
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We had a meeting called Ten Years to the Goal. It must've been last year, ten years to 
Goal 2025. We brought in I don't know how many people were there but it feels like 
there were at least 100 or 200 people there. People that were grantees, people that were 
just prominent researchers in the field. People that were thought leaders more broadly 
whether or not they were grantees or not. We had breakout sessions to talk about different 
areas and the idea was that they would give us feedback on what they though Lumina 
needed to do to help reach the completion goal. Some of that was used as part of the 
fodder for the next strategic plan. I say we take input from a lot of different folks but 
ultimately it's the decision of the board and the executive team but also with the input of 
the staff as well.  
 
Another respondent explained over the course of the first two strategic plans, the foundation had 
learned about various solutions, but had not yet “added it up” to the fundamental redesign that is 
emphasized in the 2017 plan:  
Taking large lecture courses and redesigning them. Better use of technology, high touch 
by the professor and we're real time analytics that tell you whether your students are 
learning or not. The bottom line was that we had done a lot of this work but we hadn't 
added it up. What we were able to do in the new strategic plan was start to say, okay, how 
can you take some of these points solutions and other things and turn them into a model 
that might serve students who aren't being served now?  
 
Though vague, the following excerpt from the 2017 strategic plan also explains how the 
foundation has shifted its focus toward “fundamental redesign”: 
Through the work we’ve done under our first two strategic plans, we have learned what it 
will take to reach the goal. But we also have learned that the changes that must be made 
are not mere tweaks. Modest incremental improvement will not suffice. Indeed, 
fundamental redesign is required. We must move from a system that is centered on 
institutions and organized around time to one that is centered on students, organized 
around high-quality learning, and focused on closing attainment gaps. (Lumina 
Foundation, 2017, p. 4).  
 
In preparation for the 2017 plan, the foundation also considered who was not currently 
being served by the current higher education system, and in what ways the foundation could shift 
its focus in order to reach the 60 percent attainment goal: 
The next plan is still very much in draft form and we are still kind of working on it and 
will release it hopefully in the fall after our board approves. But we are really focusing 
on, okay, what is the gap between those who have a credential in 2025 if we do nothing, 
and where we need to be in order to be 60%, and where are those people? Who are they?  
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In addition to emphasizing the importance of adult students, this respondent also 
emphasized how the foundation has learned that most academic pathways do not have clear 
learning outcomes, or strong connections between learning and how that learning applies to a 
credential. This respondent explains how this lack of clarity has led the foundation to emphasize 
this work in the 2017 strategic plan:  
A lot of the work that we realized we need to do is to build better pathways between 
learning and credentials so that they are transparent and protect the individual. I would 
say what we've learned and where we've kind of moved over to this next strategic plan is 
thinking about, do we need a credential framework, a credential registry? How can we 
create these seamless pathways between and among credentials. That's kind of what 
we've learned over this plan, and what we've started pushing out in the last year or so.  
 
 Despite the evolution of strategy as displayed by the strategic plans, respondents did not 
often elaborate on how the foundation evaluates its past grants or initiatives, and how it uses that 
information to make changes or go in a new direction.  Performance funding has been a 
prominent foundation policy for nearly 10 years. However, the policy itself as evolved, and 
according to the following respondent, what the foundation perceives as a good performance 
funding model has changed based on criticism and feedback from the field: 
…the evolution that I have seen on outcomes-based funding I think is interesting because 
it acknowledged the flaws in some of the original systems. I think there, obviously, they 
still believe that the model itself is worthwhile but you've got to make sure that you're 
holding different types of colleges accountable in appropriate ways. Like looking at 
mission in clear ways, ensuring that people are taking equity into account, that is racial 
and ethnic background of students and making sure that you're giving rewards for 
working with those kinds of students rather than punishing people. I've seen that become 
more of a focus of our outcomes-based funding work. I don't think it was that people 
didn't care about it initially but I think it was an honest criticism of some of these things 
that you see now supported having taken these things into account. An acknowledgment 
that we need to make those more front and center in terms of what we think a good 
outcome-based learning program looks like.  
 
However, there has been a rather large amount of research done on performance funding over the 
last several years, much of it has shown negative to no impacts on student outcomes, and yet the 
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foundation does not publicly grapple with this information and explain why they continue to the 
support the policy.  
Potential Unintended Impacts and Obstacles the Foundations’ Completion Goals 
So far in this chapter, I discussed the foundations’ goals, what the foundations see as the 
causes of low completion rates, and what strategies they believe will help higher education 
institutions meet these goals. The foundations agree on many points. They set similar numeric 
targets, both of which were informed by research from the Georgetown Center for Education and 
the Workforce and both foundations are striving to increase equity among degree and credential 
completers specifically among students of color and low-income students. In terms of overall 
strategy, both foundations are focused on how higher education institutions can change in order 
to help more students complete credentials. And finally, both foundations believe that increasing 
the percentage (or number) of Americans with postsecondary credentials is an economic 
imperative – for individuals, employers, and the country.  
One lingering question about the foundations’ shared belief in the need for higher 
education reform is how they both came to view completion rates as a social problem needing 
their attention. While this question was not explored in depth in this study, three major events 
may have influenced their thinking about both completion and the need to address equity gaps in 
higher education. The first was the addition of Graduation Rates to the Integrated Postsecondary 
Education Data System (IPEDS) in 1999-2000 (Fuller, 2011). Prior to this point, the data 
collected from institutions focused on enrollments, and institutions were not typically aware of 
how many of their students were graduating within three or six years from community colleges 
and universities, respectively. The second was the work on equity-mindedness and the 
importance of disaggregating student data by race and ethnicity by Estela Bensimon at the Center 
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for Urban Education at the University of Southern California (Bensimon, 2004, 2005; Bensimon, 
Polkinghorne, Bauman, & Vallejo, 2004). Through her research, Bensimon focused national 
attention on the achievement gaps by race and ethnicity. And third, around this same time, 
Lumina Foundation launched the Achieving the Dream initiative, the purpose of which was to 
help community colleges build a "culture of evidence" through the collection and analysis of data 
on student success—with a particular focus on identifying equity gaps for low-income students 
and students of color—and implementing strategies to close these gaps. Notably, all three of 
these “events” focus on data, or indicators, of how well colleges are graduating students, and 
contributed to the momentum around defining college completion as a social problem.  The 
possible impact of these data fits John Kingdon’s analysis of the role of “indicators” in getting 
problems on the issue-attention agenda of the public and governments (Kingdon, 2003).   
Despite these broad similarities, there were differences as well. For example, one of the 
defining features of Lumina’s goal is that it focuses on attainment rates of postsecondary 
credentials, as opposed to completion or graduation rates. The primary difference between 
attainment and completion is a question of who is included in the sample, or as the following 
respondent explains, what population is in the denominator. Lumina, with its focus on 
attainment, includes all working age adults, up to 64 years old. In doing so, the foundation 
focuses its work both on helping current students complete a credentials, but also on helping 
those who left higher education without a credential return and complete. One program officer 
from Lumina explained the difference: 
It's really a difference of denominators. Completion, if you just look at completion, your 
denominator is just everybody who is enrolled. What percentage complete. With 
attainment, our denominator is the US population. If we are talking about the US 
population between 25 and 64, that's everybody. Then attainment [is] the numerator of 
everybody that has a credential. It's a different emphasis so that we can have a greater 
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focus on racial and ethnic gaps in attainment. With completion, we've already eliminated 
a large part of the population because they didn't even enroll to begin with.  
 
Looking ahead to the similarities and differences between the foundations’ strategies for 
achieving these goals, the difference between attainment and completion are relevant. As 
highlighted in the section on the Gates Foundation’s strategies, the foundation is primarily 
focused on institution-based reforms that they believe will increase the percentage of students 
that successfully move through an institution and complete a credential. While the Gates 
Foundation has a separate division focused on “College Readiness” for K-12 education, based on 
this research, the postsecondary division is not currently focused on increasing access among 
older or returning students. On the other hand, Lumina’s goals rely on helping adult students 
return to complete their credential, as well as helping those who never enrolled begin and 
complete a credential. In Lumina’s case, the foundation is interested in increasing the pipeline 
into higher education.   
Second, the foundations discussed different reforms that make up their higher education 
strategies. While the Gates Foundation has focused on reforms like developmental education and 
ways to use technology to improve advising and deliver courses, Lumina Foundation has focused 
on slightly more abstract reforms, such as focusing on recruiting and graduating adult students, 
measuring learning, and encouraging students and institutions to focus on shorter-term 
credentials like certificates and job certifications. An additional difference was the Gates 
Foundation’s respondents’ frequent discussion about how their strategy has changed since the 
postsecondary division of the foundation was started. Despite asking the same questions of 
respondents at both foundations, the respondents at Lumina were less likely to frame their 
answers in terms of what they had learned and how they had learned it.  
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 Given these similarities and differences, it is worth considering how the origins of the 
two foundations may contribute to these differences in strategy (i.e. Lumina’s focus on public 
policy, and Gates’s focus on institution-level reforms). As discussed, Lumina Foundation has 
always been engaged in philanthropy for higher education reform due to the organization’s 
origins in financial aid and student loans. Furthermore, the decision in 2008 to focus on 
outcomes and policy coincided with the decision to hire Jamie Merisotis, a former congressional 
staffer and policy researcher to lead the foundation. These events point to an intentional focus on 
affecting institutional change via public policy. On the other hand, the Gates Foundation’s 
postsecondary strategy, which is focused on institutional change, may have reflected the 
foundation’s K-12 strategy.  
 The differences between the foundations may also affect their engagement in policy 
learning. As part of a much larger organization, the Gates postsecondary strategy is potentially 
influenced by what happens in other areas of the foundation (including the K-12 division). And, 
because the co-chairs (Bill and Melinda Gates) ultimately oversee all of the foundation’s 
strategies, it is possible that they too are affecting the postsecondary work based on what they 
learn in other areas. In contrast, Lumina Foundation is a much smaller organization, and all 
employees are focused on the same goal and mission. As such, they may operate as a more 
closed system, with fewer opportunities for outside input.  
Looking beyond similarities and differences, this section will unpack some of the 
assumptions of the completion agenda, exemplified by the goals and strategies of the 
foundations, beginning with the argument that there is a current and future need for employees to 
have postsecondary credentials to be prepared for employment. This stems from the skills gap 
argument, which holds that there are current and growing gaps between the skills that employers 
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are looking for, and the skills that potential employees possess. As the foundations discussed, the 
solution to the skills gap is more people with postsecondary education and credentials. The other 
economic argument for increased completion stemmed from the issue of American global 
competitiveness and that to compete with other countries, the US needed a more educated 
population. Two, with their equity goals, the foundations are drawing a direct line between 
holding a postsecondary credential (or in some cases, just having some postsecondary 
education), and being able to more fully and meaningfully participate in the American economy.  
Yet, there are potential issues with the foundations’ reasoning behind their goals and 
strategies, including concerns about the validity of the skills gaps argument, whether the 
argument for closing the skills gap is about skills or rather, about credential inflation, and 
whether increasing educational attainment will in fact produce more social equality. This section 
will discuss these issues, beginning with a closer look at the skills gap argument.  
Is There Really a Skills Gap? 
As discussed, the rationale behind the economic argument for higher rates of 
postsecondary attainment is grounded in research showing a current and future need for more 
Americans with postsecondary education to qualify for available jobs. The lack of available 
talent to meet the needs of employers is often referred to as the “skills gap.” As such, when 
making this argument for higher rates of postsecondary attainment, the foundations are operating 
under the assumption that there is a skills gap or shortage, and that this issue is leading to 
millions of unfilled jobs and employers who cannot find qualified applicants. Making this 
argument are employer organizations, consultants, researchers, business associations, and 
government associations and committees are arguing that there is a problem in the supply of 
people with requisite skills for available jobs (Carnevale & Rose, 2011; Carnevale, Smith, & 
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Strohl, 2010; Carnevale et al., 2011; Computer Technology Industry Association, 2012; 
Donohue, 2006; Kaplan, 2017; ManpowerGroup, 2012; Merisotis, 2017a; Morrison et al., 2011; 
President’s Council on Jobs and Competitiveness, 2012; Price Waterhouse Cooper, 2012; The 
Economist, 2014). According to these and others, the skills gap is detrimental to the health of the 
American economy.  
However, there is another set of research that casts doubt on the existence of the skills 
gap (Cappelli, 2014; Davidson, 2012; Hacker, 2016; Krugman, 2014; Mishel, 2012; Osterman, 
2014; Osterman & Weaver, 2014; Shierholz, 2014; Vaisey, 2006; Weaver, 2017). These reports, 
articles, and books cite a lack of evidence for the skills gap and say that employers are largely 
responsible for perpetuating the notion of the skills gap. For instance, in an extensive review of 
the skills gap literature, Cappelli (2014) concludes that the average America worker in fact has 
“more education than their current job requires and a surplus of educated and skilled workers 
who cannot find jobs at all, let alone jobs appropriate for their education and skill level” 
(Cappelli, p. 46). Moreover, after examining the reasons why employers may have difficulties 
filling jobs, Cappelli suggests that it may be due to high rates of employee turnover, a decrease 
in the number of employees who come to organizations through apprenticeships programs, or 
because employers may be preferring to hire people with experience rather than train current or 
potential employees.  
Meanwhile, Paul Osterman and Andrew Weaver (2014) look to the manufacturing 
industry to examine the skills gap. They find that manufacturers can fill their workforce needs, 
and that any unemployment is “likely driven by inadequate demand than by skills mismatch” (p. 
8). In another study, Weaver (2017) conducted a national skill survey of managers in technical 
fields and concluded that the problem is not a lack of skills, but a lack of communication 
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between employers and educational institutions about helping students develop the right skills 
for certain jobs. 
Thinking about the nation’s economic and workforce challenges this way encourages us 
to believe that the root of all labor-market problems lies in the low quality of labor 
supply—that is, in workers’ lack of skills. However, pushing students and new workers to 
unilaterally make expensive investments in generic skill categories (or, worse, to just get 
“more education”) is likely to result in inefficient investments, mistaken choices, and a 
large number of dead-end paths. (Weaver, 2017) 
 
Finally, the Boston Consulting Group released two reports on the manufacturing industry 
in 2012 and 2013. The 2012 report cited low wages as a reason why manufacturers struggled to 
find people to fill open positions. As they explained, “Trying to hire high-skilled workers at 
rock-bottom rates is not a skills gap” (Boston Consulting Group, 2012). Meanwhile, the 2013 
report pointed to the fact that wages were not rising in the manufacturing sector as evidence that 
there is not a pervasive skills gap (Sirkin, Zinser, & Rose, 2013).   
This discussion highlights the lack of agreement on the existence of a skills shortage or 
skills gap. However, setting aside the issue of whether there is a problem of people not having 
necessary skills, many completion agenda advocates, including the foundations, are assuming 
that by completing a postsecondary credential, individuals will gain skills needed by employers, 
thus closing the skills gap. The following section further explores whether increasing the 
percentage of the population with a postsecondary education will close that gap. 
Will Increasing the Percentage of Americans with a Postsecondary Credential Close the 
Skills Gap? 
In his book, America Needs Talent, Jamie Merisotis (2015) explained that “the majority 
of new jobs already require postsecondary education. If you need a concrete example of that, 
visit your local auto repair shop. A generation ago, nearly two-third of America’s car mechanics 
were high school dropouts. Today, more than a third have attended college (2015, p. 21, 
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emphasis original). The primary issue with this statement is that Merisotis is not showing how 
the job of being an auto mechanic has changed in ways that now necessitate that an auto 
mechanic have a postsecondary education. Instead, this argument only shows that one, there is 
now a barrier to be a car mechanic that did not previously exist, or two, that there may be a case 
of credentials inflation in the auto repair field.   
There are several issues with the assumption that a credential is a good representation of 
skills. First, some completion agenda actors lump job certifications, certificates, associate 
degrees, and bachelor’s degrees under the banner of “postsecondary credentials.” However, if we 
are assuming that individuals will gain needed skills through education, then we also must 
assume that different skill levels will correspond to different levels of education. As Cappelli 
noted, it is not a given that the skills employers identify as being lacking can and will be gained 
through college courses:  
Using education as a proxy for the “skill” that employers want should be interpreted with 
caution as well given that the extensive literature in job analysis shows that the 
knowledge, skills, and abilities that are used in jobs have at best only a partial overlap 
with what is taught in typical college courses. (Cappelli, 2014, p. 31) 
 
Second, those arguing that the completion of postsecondary credential will help people 
master the skills needed for open positions assumes that the only thing that needs to change is for 
students to obtain some college and/or complete a credential and not that what needs to change if 
what is taught, or the content or learning outcomes of academic programs. This raises concerns 
about certain reforms like competency-based education. Competency-based education (CBE) is 
designed to help students earn credits more quickly and to reward college credits for skills 
mastered in the workplace, the military, or other settings. While CBE might lead to better way to 
tell whether there is alignment between skills that students possess and skills that employers are 
looking for than an approach that does not directly address what precisely are the skills learned 
111 
in college, and it might help students complete a credential more quickly, it is not clear how CBE 
will improve the skills that students have, or ensure that they are building skills that lead to a 
comprehensive program of study.  
Third, underlying the skills gap argument is the assumption employers will hire college 
graduates because they are college graduates. However, based on a survey by Marketplace and 
the Chronicle of Higher Education (2012), employers claim that even students with bachelor’s 
degrees do not possess the necessary skills and that when evaluating potential hires, work 
experience and internships are the most important qualities.  
Finally, a report by Manpower (2013), which is frequently cited in support of the skills 
gap argument, states that their survey of employers found that a third of employers claimed that 
their main difficult in filling jobs is due to the “lack of technical competencies/hard skills” (p. 
13). However, the same percentage of employers also stated that the “lack of available 
applicants/no applicants” as the main reason why they have trouble filling jobs. The lack of 
applicants could be because too few people have the necessary skills to apply for jobs, or for 
other reasons, including low pay, or because people were overqualified (Vaisey, 2006). 
However, a main issue with the skills gap argument is that it largely blames students and higher 
education institutions for employers’ inability to find workers to fill available jobs. It is not 
considering the potential that employers may not be offering high enough wages to tempt more 
people to apply, questioning why employers have created barriers to entry in certain jobs by 
requiring higher levels of education even though the skills required for the job have not changed 
or considering how employees are shifting the burden to higher education rather than sponsoring 
in-house training programs because of cost-saving measures (Burning Glass Technologies, 2014; 
Davidson, 2012; Hacker, 2016): 
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Companies used to take for granted that they would sponsor in-house training programs, 
which could extend for several months, in not longer. If they were costly, they were 
regarded as an investment. Now firms want to do things as cheaply as they can; witness 
the $10 an hour offered to metalworkers and the $40,000 for degreed coders. At those 
rates, it won’t be surprising if people with skills keep their eyes open for something 
better. (Hacker, 2016, p. 37) 
 
Completion of Any Credential Will Reduce Inequality 
If the economic argument is one pillar of the completion agenda, the other pillar is equity. 
While the equity argument refers to the need to close the gaps in attainment for underrepresented 
populations, in the context of the completion agenda, advocates also argue that the completion 
agenda and postsecondary education is a path to higher paying jobs for low-income students, 
students of color, and for Lumina Foundation, adult students. While higher education is certainly 
an important component of creating greater economic and social mobility, I want to discuss 
several potential unintended impacts that stem from the assumption that any postsecondary 
credential will lessen inequality.  
One concern stems from a theoretical body of literature on the effects of the expansion of 
education on inequality. The theory of Maximally Maintained Inequality (MMI) explains that as 
educational opportunity and access expands, individuals of higher socioeconomic status will 
maintain their advantages in terms educational level until the higher status groups’ “demand for a 
given level of education is satisfied” (Hout, 2006, p. 238; Raftery & Hout, 1993). Once this 
happens (what Raftery and Hour call “saturated”), lower socioeconomic status, or more 
disadvantaged individuals will start to catch up to the educational attainment of their higher-
status peers (Hout, 2006; Raftery & Hout, 1993; Shavit & Blossfield, 1993). However, the theory 
holds that inequalities are likely to persist regardless of gains among lower socioeconomic status 
individuals because higher status and more privileged individuals are in a better position to 
pursue additional educational opportunities. In practice, this means that as lower status 
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individuals begin to “catch up” in terms of their levels of educational achievement, higher status 
individuals will draw upon their resources to pursue even higher levels of educational attainment. 
To that end, in writing about the effects of credentialing, Brown wrote that “it may be comforting 
to suppose that the expansion of credentials has a positive ceiling, but history suggests that there 
is great potential for further differentiation and growth (as the increase in master’s, doctoral, and 
postdoctoral training today may indicate)” (Brown, 2001, p. 29).  
While the MMI focuses on a quantitative dimension of educational attainment (i.e. the 
number of years of education attained, or levels of credentials), the related theory of Effectively 
Maintained Inequality (EMI) was developed to address the qualitative nature of inequality of 
educational opportunity and attainment (Lucas, 2001, 2009). The theory was developed when 
research on educational attainment in the US deviated from the MMI and suggested that 
educational expansion is not enough to reduce inequalities as higher status individuals can 
pursue a qualitatively better education either through program choice or school quality (Lucas, 
2001, 2009; Lucas & Bryne, 2017).   
This theory raises concerns about potential of education attainment to reduce inequality 
when applied to the American higher education system, which is stratified by prestige and 
hierarchy. As EMI researchers explained, “…students with advantaged backgrounds who 
become concentrated in the most favored institutions or programs of study within a credential 
tier are seen to have ‘EMI’” (Sweet, Robson, & Adamuchi-Trache, 2017, p. 500). Accordingly, 
the concern is that students from disadvantaged backgrounds will cluster in certain institutions 
and field of study (Jerrim, Chmielewski, & Parker, 2015), concerns that have been validated by 
other research. For instance, Carnevale and Strohl found that since 1995, 82% of first-time white 
students went to more selective colleges and universities, while 72 percent and 68 percent of 
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Hispanic and Black students, respectively went to open-access two- and four-year institutions 
(Carnevale & Strohl, 2013). When it comes to the issue of overrepresentation of 
underrepresented students in certain majors or programs, the Georgetown Center on Education 
and the Workforce found that black students are overrepresented in majors that lead to lower 
paying jobs (Carnevale, Fasules, Porter, & Landis-Santos, 2016).   
 Applied to the completion agenda, the concern is the assumption underlying the argument 
that a postsecondary education will reduce inequality due to the returns on education on lifetime 
earnings, which will enable people to move into a higher socioeconomic status. However, within 
the current education system, students’ privileges and advantages or lack thereof are shaping 
where they end up and whether completion efforts will affect the inequities of the current system. 
As discussed, both the MMI and EMI theories call into question the potential for the completion 
agenda as it is currently designed to reduce these inequalities. One potential issue stems from the 
practice of treating all forms of postsecondary attainment the same. Reformers should be 
especially cautious about discussing the returns to postsecondary education when grouping 
together college courses, short- and long-term certificates, associates, and bachelor’s degrees in 
under one broad attainment goal. Moreover, the MMI and EMI tell us that even with increases in 
opportunity and attainment of education, social structures will likely result in a continuity of 
inequality because wealthier people will simply pursue more years of education (MMI) and will 
be able to pursue a more prestigious education, either by attending more elite institutions, or by 
choosing majors that lead to better paying jobs (EMI).  
Perhaps most importantly, it is important to recognize that higher education exists within 
a broader system of social, political and economic structures and policies that also impact 
people’s lives and their ability to reach a higher socioeconomic class. If circumstances and 
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policy in other areas—like tax, housing and healthcare policy—are changing in ways that make 
it more difficult for people to rise out of poverty, can higher education institutions by themselves 
be held responsible for lessening inequality? In a 2017 book, Molander argued that inequality is 
inevitable, and that societies are prone to creating hierarchies (Molander, 2017). However, he 
also argues that there are ways that society can reduce the degree of inequality. For example, he 
argues that the Nordic countries have less inequality because of the breadth of their social safety 
net. One point, however, is especially pertinent to this discussion of inequality and higher 
education’s role in reducing it. Molander explains that inequality cannot be reduced by focusing 
on one aspect of policy, but rather requires a look at multiple measures: 
The important insight to be gained is that the problem of keeping inequality at a 
reasonable level cannot be solved by any single measure but requires broad spectrum of 
measures that aim at both equalizing opportunities for individuals to shape their own 
lives and at equalizing outcomes such as disposable income (p. 180). 
 
As such, it is important for higher education reform actors to acknowledge that higher education 
is one part—be it a critical one—of a pathway to greater equality. However, as Rothstein 
cautions, we should be careful to place too much pressure on educational institutions to address 
these larger social, political, and economic issues:  
By setting goals that are impossible for schools to fulfill (for example, that they will 
repair the nation's inequitable income distribution by giving workforce entrants a more 
remunerative set of skills, or that they will close the gap in achievement between children 
from different racial groups and economic classes), we position public schools for 
inevitable failure. Persistent failure, in turn, leads to withdrawal of political support for 
public schools and makes it all the less likely that they can fulfill this impossible mission. 
(Rothstein, 2002, p. 1) 
 
As such, it is important for higher education reformers to both consider their message and 
perhaps, their strategies to take these concerns into account. And, it is important for reformers to 
recognize that the work towards greater equality does not end when a student receives a 
credential.  
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Chapter Five: The Foundations’ Theory of Change for Higher Education Reform and 
Institutional Redesign 
Introduction 
The previous chapter discussed the internal processes through which the foundations 
established goals, identify problems, and develop solutions. This chapter focuses on how the 
foundations go about generating buy-in around those ideas and seeking to implement that change 
agenda. For the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, respondents discussed four parts of the overall 
theory of change: working with intermediary organizations; working with state governments; 
developing partnership and learning communities among higher education institutions; and 
working with community colleges. For Lumina Foundation, respondents discussed a strategy in 
which the foundation plays a key role. The foundation’s strategy involves raising awareness of 
the foundation’s goal and the reasons for the goal; encouraging states to develop a similar state-
wide attainment goal; providing guidance on policies to help meet the goals; and communicating 
with state partners via several modes of communication.  
This chapter proceeds in three parts. The first part discusses the four elements of Gates 
Foundation’s strategy, while the second part of the chapter discusses Lumina Foundation’s 
theory of change. Finally, the third part of the chapter analyzes the foundations’ different 
leadership approaches to reforming higher education and discusses how the foundations’ walk a 
fine line between lobbying, advocacy, and educating policymakers. One key finding discussed in 
this chapter is the foundations’ different perceptions of their own role in the change process. In 
interviews, speeches, and publications, Lumina respondents highlight the foundation’s role as a 
“thought leader”—or policy entrepreneur—in the movement to increase college attainment or 
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completion. As this chapter will discuss, the Gates Foundation is in many ways a policy 
entrepreneur as well but for several reasons, is perhaps more reluctant to publicly claim that role.  
Gates Foundation Theory of Change for Institutional Transformation 
This section details main components of the foundation’s theory of change—that is, what 
actions the foundation takes to achieve its goals and implement the strategies described in 
Chapter Four. To support institutional transformation, the foundation works through 
intermediary organizations, who often have direct contact with higher education institutions, and 
state governments or state coordinating boards, that can encourage institutional change via 
policy, information, and implementation support. The intermediary organizations provide a way 
for the foundation to reach large number of higher education institutions. Intermediary 
organizations also provide buffer between the foundation and the institutions, can act as eyes and 
ears in the states, and are a way of avoiding overt lobbying of state actors. The role of state 
governments emerged from lessons about initiatives such as Achieving the Dream and 
Completion by Design and how state policy can serve as an important catalyst for change. The 
foundation also supports the development of institutional partnerships and collaboration. Finally, 
and finally, although the foundation has since broadened to include broad access four-year 
institutions, historically black colleges and universities, and Research 1 institutions, this section 
will explore why the foundation initially focused on community colleges. As this section will 
demonstrate, these four elements of their theory of change are not mutually exclusive and 
overlap in several ways.  
Facilitating Institutional Change through Intermediary Organizations 
This section explores how the foundation views the purpose of, and its role in creating the 
intermediary organization infrastructure, how intermediary organizations facilitate the 
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implementation of solutions, as well as the challenges that are associated with this strategy. As 
this section will explain, the intermediaries hold several important roles including direct work 
with higher education institutions, managing investments and projects on behalf of the 
foundation, and as go-betweens with state actors.   
Intermediary Organizations as Project Managers 
Intermediary organizations are critical to the foundation’s scaling strategy due to the 
volume of investments made by the foundation. As such, the staff do not have the capacity to 
directly oversee and manage all its investments and the initiatives associated with those 
investments. Accordingly, intermediary organizations often oversee grants and manage the work 
on the ground, as the following former program officer explained: 
It's interesting because there was almost a ubiquitous use of the intermediary because 
rarely did the foundation want to manage its own grants, and so we really wanted to have 
it go to an intermediary. I think it was a vehicle to reduce the need for internal 
management, and so that more time could be spent on prospecting, research, figuring out 
what to do, and less time in actually managing the investment. Because program officers 
both prospected, and identified, and funded new things, but then managed all of their 
existing investments….I think intermediaries primarily were used to reduce that burden, 
and put more time toward the actual work rather than the management of the work.  
 
Providing Indirect Support to Institutions by Funding Intermediary Organizations  
For the most part, the foundation does not provide direct support to higher education 
institutions. As such, it typically provides grants to intermediary organizations, which in turn 
provide technical assistance to institutions to help facilitate the adoption and implementation of 
reforms. One program officer compared the foundation to the federal Department of Labor, 
which recently awarded $2 billion to institutions across the country. As one respondent 
explained, the foundation is not in the position to provide this much support to institutions, and 
as a result, must work through intermediary organizations to help institutions successfully scale 
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strategies. Similarly, in 2011, Hilary Pennington discussed the foundation’s role as a supporter of 
research and discussions to help institutions deal with financial crises: 
Severe shortfalls have meant that in nearly every state and college system, budgets are 
being stretched and cut in ways that few have seen before. The Bill & Melinda Gates 
Foundation can't fill those budget gaps, but we and our partners can spark the discussions 
and research necessary to help find the best way forward. (Pennington, 2011) 
 
To Communicate with State Actors 
The foundation also works through intermediary organizations to share information about 
problems and potential solutions in higher education completion with state policymakers in part 
because the foundation is not an operating foundation and is not allowed to lobby politicians: 
To move any policy, what you need is a policy and advocacy infrastructure in the state 
and that requires building. We can't lobby ourselves. We can't pay people to lobby, so we 
don't have a direct route in. Also, a lot of this work is longer term, so it requires being 
able to have an infrastructure in place. Just because you get a bill passed doesn't mean 
you're one and done, because a lot of times that bill can be messed up in the rule making 
process, or it can be rolled back, or it can be implemented poorly. You need a basic 
infrastructure.  
 
Another key theme is the foundation’s belief that the work has to be built up within a 
state and by state leadership. One program staffer explained the importance of a strategy or 
reform being “owned” by a state and not by the foundation while another program officer 
emphasized the importance of finding “a key intermediary partner who can bring others around a 
table to talk through the issues and challenges to coalesce around priorities.” Since 2010, one of 
those partners is Complete College America (CCA). CCA was founded in 2010 with support 
from several foundations, including the Gates Foundation, which made an initial contribution of 
over $10 million dollars. Hilary Pennington discussed the role of CCA in a 2010 speech at a 
SHEEO conference. As she explains, CCA initially brokered commitments from 17 state 
executives to improve degree completion and close equity completion gaps. In return for their 
commitment, these states will have access to experts to help improve completion, through CCA: 
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And last week, the Gates Foundation and four national foundations (Lumina, Ford, 
Carnegie, and Kellogg) helped launch Complete College America, an independent, 
nonpartisan, nonprofit organization focused solely on supporting state efforts to 
dramatically improve college completion rates. Governors, higher education and business 
leaders from 17 states stood up and committed themselves to improving degree 
completion rates and closing completion gaps by race and income. Working with 
Complete College America, colleges and universities and policymakers in these states 
will receive support from leading experts on improving college success, including how to 
build consensus for reform, how to develop state and campus completion plans, and how 
best to use federal funding to produce more degrees. (Pennington, 2010) 
 
A former program officer also discussed the role of CCA, explaining that “You fund 
them because they can hit the executive in the state.”  
Encouraging Institutional Change through State Policy  
In addition to reaching institutions and state actors through intermediary organizations, 
the foundation also enacts its strategy for higher education reform through state governments and 
state higher education systems (Interviews #3, 4, 5, 11). As a former program officer explained, 
the postsecondary success strategy realized early that they would need to affect policy to impact 
higher education institutions, and that they realized the importance of state policy before the 
foundation had identified a set of reforms or policies that they wanted states to adopt:  
They always focused on policy. From early on…they knew they needed policy, but they 
didn't know what policy they wanted to advocate for. There was a big challenge around 
it. They hired policy officers and had people that were supposed to go out and get policy 
to change….Then they had to go figure out and learn who were the policy players in that 
state and how does it work….They kind of knew they were focused on completion, but 
they didn't know what specific policies they wanted to advocate for.  
 
In 2013, the Chronicle of Higher Education did a series of articles on foundations and 
focused on the Gates Foundation. Reporter Katherine Mangan reported on the foundation’s state-
level focus, which she described to reach a larger number of students, while at the same time 
highlighting solutions that could be shard and scaled: 
Working at a state level allows the foundation to reach more students than they could 
with a small pilot program, they point out. And they say that rather than bypassing 
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academic experts, they are shining a national spotlight on those with workable solutions 
that can be broadly applied. (Mangan, 2013) 
 
As part of these strategies to generate support among policymakers, organizations like 
Complete College America were able to garner commitments from dozens on state executives to 
develop policies in support of college completion in return for technical assistance. Furthermore, 
as the following program officer explained, the foundation approached certain states that might 
be more “amenable” to policy change, and used data to demonstrate potential impact:  
One of them was looking at the state from the standpoint of, where could you influence 
completion, and could you do that through policy? Were there some leaders there that 
would be amenable to strengthening policy, or implementing wholesale dev ed reform, or 
requiring something for all community colleges across the state? That kind of thing. I 
think it was always using the data, but then leveraging in those states where you had the 
right environment, could you leverage policy to actually accelerate, or impact more 




As the individual in the preceding quote explained, the foundation viewed some states as 
being friendlier to possible intervention than others. Following this line of questioning led to a 
discussion about how the foundation selected certain states to work with, and why some states 
made better partners than others. As one respondent explained, “we can't do all fifty states.” 
Respondents discussed several criteria for selecting a state with which to work (Interviews #4, 5, 
8, 11). One respondent explained that depending on the strategy or solution, the foundation 
would either select states that were farther along to “accelerate” their progress, or to select a mix 
of states that were more and less far along in their efforts:  
Absolutely there were states that were better opportunities than others. It depends on the 
topic, but there are two different approaches. One is to work with the most advanced 
state, and where there was actually opportunity to accelerate the progress that they had 
been making. Another was to actually have a more representative sample state where we 
would have some that were least mature to most mature in their readiness. Depending on 
the goal, we would take different approaches.  
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Another respondent explained the importance of the “policy environment” and whether there was 
already momentum in a state around college completion: “Correct policy environment, that was 
aligned with the kinds of solutions that we were proposing or there was significant inertia from 
the college completion strategy that could be built on.”  
Early in the foundation’s state work, they selected 10 “focus states,” which included 
California, Florida, Georgia, Kentucky, New York, North Carolina, Ohio, Tennessee, Texas, and 
Washington. One respondent explained that they were “picked through a pretty rigorous process. 
The goal was to flip the entire country. The sense was that we would start by looking at the states 
with high concentrations of low-income students and some policy momentum already underway 
to work on this.”  
For Completion of Design, four states were originally selected, Ohio, Texas, North 
Carolina, and Florida. While Texas was later dropped from the initiative, these states were 
picked because they contained many community college students, were states where policy could 
be influenced, and where the initiative might have the greatest impact:  
In the formation of Completion by Design….you looked at state strategies, and where are 
the most community college students? Where are the most community college students of 
color, or of low income? Where is there a state policy environment that can influenced, or 
supportive enough that you could scale, and you actually could have the impact across 
multiple hundreds of thousands of students? They were…identifying states that would 
have the most impact, and those where the state policy could be influenced….That was 
another whole component of working back from the data is saying, "Where can you have 
the most impact, and if these reforms were in place, what states would give you the 
largest impact," kind of thing.  
 
Role of Institutional Collaboration 
Finally, foundation respondents discussed the importance of promoting institutional 
collaboration to promote scaling and learning activities (Interviews #10, 12). As one respondent 
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explained, the purpose was to create a cohort of “front runners” across different sectors of the 
postsecondary sector.  
The idea was that we could create cohorts of front runners…front runners among large, 
public, research universities. Front runners among smaller, minority serving institutions. 
Front runners among traditional colleges like HPCUs, and HSIs. Front runners among, 
this was my favorite group, large public regionals… 
 
According to the foundation, front runners are leading colleges and universities that are able to 
share lessons learned with the field. Another feature of these groups of front runners is 
collaboration. In a recent document about the postsecondary strategy, the foundation explained 
the goal of collaboration, citing the limited resources and a growing number of institutions 
interested in solving similar problems: 
…in a time of rising expectations and limited resources, a growing number of institutions 
are seeing the value of working together to solve common problems. That’s why we are 
supporting partnerships that bring together a wide range of colleges and universities and 
organizations committed to change that promotes greater student success at an affordable 
cost. These partnerships focus on implementing, integrating, and expanding innovations 
that serve students, and to sharing insights and lessons learned with other institutions to 
avoid reinventing the wheel. (Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, 2017a, p. 2) 
 
Another program officer highlighted the need to create an “ecosystem” of institutions that are 
working together to increase productivity, which will lead to improved student outcomes: 
…"Okay, how do we get [the solutions] out to more and more institutions?" We can't just 
grant our way out of this challenge. We can't actually do it without creating an ecosystem 
and leveraging and cultivating a feel that it’s on its own, driving an increased 
productivity for the students that we care about. 
 
This same program officer continued to explain exactly how this ecosystem of institutions would 
function. As explained, the idea is that foundation will both collect data on a set of key indicators 
over the course of several years, but would also connect these institutions to other institutions 
that are also implementing the same strategies and watch them continue to learn from each other: 
Our hypothesis is that if we combined ... if we ask the same question every semester, for 
the same data and we look at the trends from five years past to the starting point to five 
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years that are going to happen over the course... It's kind of like taking a quantitative and 
a qualitative snap shot at different times, and then introducing them to each other. That's 
really delightful. It's just remarkable to see them as they build the relationships with each 
other and realize that they are struggling with exactly the same things and they're doing 
really smart work and they're learning live with each other. 
 
The foundation has supported several institutional partnerships including the University 
Innovation Alliance, and more recently, the Frontier Set. As one respondent explained, 
sometimes the foundation is integral in organizing collaboratives, and sometimes it is just 
supportive of institutions’ efforts. The University Innovation Alliance (UIA) is an example of a 
collaborative that was not explicitly formed by the foundation, but by a group of 11 public 
research universities. However, the collaborative was ultimately supported by the Gates 
Foundation, Lumina, Ford, Kresge, and others. On the other hand, the foundation sometimes 
forms collaboratives, as this respondent explained: 
Gates…will go to ASCUE, ACE, any of the other associations and say, "We want to start 
a collaborative. We want to start a cohort of institutions that share their practices, and 
pledge to improve their student graduation rates by x amount, or to close equity gaps." 
There's a lot of this approaching, and providing either resources, or funding, for 
institutions to change their practices, which will improve their practices, or to analyze 
them, heal themselves, if you will.  
 
 More recently, the foundation has created the Frontier Set, a collaborative of 29 higher 
education institutions and two state systems (the Tennessee Board of Regents and the University 
System of Georgia).  The Frontier Set is an example of both a collaboration between higher 
education institutions, and a collection of front runners.  
Progress within the Frontier Set will draw interest from outside the Frontier Set, which 
will benefit even more students. The emphasis will be on sharing practical and actionable 
knowledge focusing not only on the “what” of change but also the “how”….Through the 
Frontier Set, we will support our partners in accelerating their progress, documenting and 
demonstrating how institutions can change, focusing the attention of the field, and 
showing what is possible. (Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, 2017b) 
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Although this was not discussed during interviews with foundation respondents, there are 
potential unintended impacts associated with picking institutional “front runners” and leaders in 
the higher education reform field, whether they are institutions, state systems, or states. While 
these collaboratives are designed with the goal of “showing what is possible” (Bill & Melinda 
Gates Foundation, 2017b), by accelerating the efforts of leading institutions, and in some cases, 
providing additional funding to these institutions (as is the case of the Frontier Set), the 
foundation may be accelerating differences between leading and lagging institutions. Similarly, 
when picking states, is the foundation accelerating the progress of innovative and forward-
thinking states to the potential detriment of states that need assistance catching up?   
Focusing on Community Colleges 
 An early strategy of the Gates Foundation was focusing its work on community colleges 
(Interviews #3, 4, 5, 11, 12). The focus of community colleges emerged primarily from the 
foundation’s interest in helping low-income students complete a postsecondary credential, and 
their determination that the best way to achieve this goal was by focusing on community 
colleges. This goal was described by a foundation by a report released in 2009:  
Within postsecondary education, the foundation’s work will begin with an emphasis on 
two-year colleges rather than four-year institutions. This is not a reflection of the value 
we place on a bachelor’s degree; we know that bachelor’s degrees typically have more 
market value than associate degrees and other credentials and often have better 
completion rates for low-income students. However, we believe that the foundation can 
best complement the work of others by supporting efforts aimed at public two-year 
colleges. (Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, 2009a, p. 10) 
 
One former foundation staffer also explained that the foundation viewed community colleges as 
being more responsive, flexible, and perhaps eager to reform:  
The attention's been on two-year institutions, which started really getting very, very 
targeted about 12, 15, years ago, was because the view was that the preponderance of 
students of color and people from low-income families are in those institutions or start in 
those institutions. The other idea was that they are very flexible institutions. They're 
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institutions that are created to be responsive to market and to student needs. They evolved 
and changed. There's a lot of variety. They're also not afraid to change. Four-year 
institutions are much more set, and quite difficult to change. The target of opportunity is 
two-year institutions. I think that's why two-year institutions have had a preponderance of 
philanthropic interest and money, because they were ripe for changing or for moving, not 
because that sector needed to be necessarily "repaired". 
 
Another former staffer explained that the foundation “backed into” working with community 
colleges because research showed if they wanted to help low-income students and reach their 
goal, they needed to focus on community colleges:  
I think it's kind of interesting the way it unfolded because it seems that the goal was 
doubling the number of low-income students obtaining a credential. They had extensive 
research [by] Mackenzie…just thousands of pages of power point really laying that 
problem out, and what states, where, race, breaking out everything of really what the 
barriers were to postsecondary completion by low-income students. But because they 
never intended to address community colleges, it was only when they backed into it to 
say, "Oh my gosh, that's where they are" that it became then obvious that something had 
to be done in terms of looking at how few community college students, particularly low-
income students make it to a credential. The bigger goal was postsecondary completion, 
and they didn't, I don't think, have an interest initially in community colleges, and then 
that became obvious once the data became more, and more clear that if you didn't address 
community college completion, you weren't going to achieve the overall goal. 
 
Then in 2012, Dan Greenstein was brought in to lead the foundation’s postsecondary 
success strategy, which led to a shift to include four-year institutions. Prior to joining the 
foundation, Dr. Greenstein was the Vice Provost of Academic Planning, Programs, and 
Coordination with the University of California system. As the following former staffer 
explained, this led to the creation of a higher education strategy, not just a community college 
strategy.  
Dan Greenstein came in and decided we have to do more than just community colleges. 
There was frustration that community college change was so slow and hard. While 
community colleges might be more interested in changes than the four years, they had 
less capacity to do it. Dan came in with the idea that we need to not have a community 
college strategy, we need to have a higher ed system change strategy. That means 
working with the four-years. He spent time going to dig into four years and develop 
strategies with them and then ultimately came back to, wait a minute, we need the two- 
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years. There's students who transferred from the two-years so we can't forget about the 
two years. 
 
Several of the foundation’s recent initiatives including the Frontier Set and the University 
Innovation Alliance include four-year institutions or are entirely focused on Research 1 
universities, respectively.  
Lumina Foundation Theory of Change for Postsecondary Education Redesign 
As described in Chapter Four, Lumina Foundation is pursuing increased postsecondary 
attainment by focusing on redesigning the higher education system to be more flexible in terms 
of measuring where and how students learn and how students complete credentials. This chapter 
outlines how the foundation plans to enact these institutional changes to increase attainment. 
According to interviews with current and former foundation staff, Lumina Foundation pursues 
four strategies for change. They are: (1) raising awareness and agenda setting; (2) state-level goal 
setting; (3) providing guidance on policy selection; and (4) encouraging institutional change 
through state policy.  
Across these strategies, Lumina Foundation has identified a role for itself as a “thought 
leader” in efforts to redesign America’s higher education system to help meet its attainment goal 
(Interviews #1, 4, 5). Specifically, the foundation believes that it can act in an awareness-raising 
and agenda-setting capacity about issues related to increasing postsecondary attainment. The 
foundation’s role as a catalyst for change is stated in their first strategic plan in 2009: 
In most cases, Lumina produces impact by creating the conditions for collective action by 
others….We cannot force action. We can, however, act strategically to create the 
conditions for change and to encourage action on the part of the many individuals and 
institutions that must act together to increase attainment. (Lumina Foundation, 2009b, p. 
8) 
 
In the 2013 strategic plan, the foundation explained that their “effectiveness will be determined 
by our ability to promote action by and through many individuals, organizations, institutions, and 
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governments throughout the U.S.” (Lumina Foundation, 2013, p. 8). The plan also discusses the 
importance of mobilizing a variety of actors and organizations to meet the goal:  
While Lumina cannot reach the goal through our actions alone, we hold ourselves 
accountable for acting strategically to produce the conditions that will lead to much 
higher levels of attainment and to help mobilize the individuals, organizations, 
institutions, and governments throughout the U.S. that must act to reach the goal. 
(Lumina Foundation, 2013, p. 1) 
 
As these excerpts from the foundation’s strategic plans highlight, Lumina Foundation 
sees itself as more than a grantmaking organization. Rather, based on the foundation’s strategic 
plans, interviews with former and current employees, and a review of other relevant documents, 
the foundation sees itself as an organization that can “produce the conditions” for increasing 
student success within the field of postsecondary or higher education reform. Over time, the 
foundation crystallized these ideas about its role as a “thought leader” among postsecondary 
reformers. This mindset was captured by the CEO and President, Jamie Merisotis, in 2014 in the 
paper, “The Leadership Model of Philanthropy” (Merisotis, 2014a): 
Another lever we strive to use wisely: our growing status as a thought leader in our field. 
Though we are a comparatively young organization, our staff embodies many decades of 
combined experience in the higher-ed and policy arenas. And our work as a foundation 
has made us, in some key ways, expert in at least some of the subject matter. That 
expertise has tremendous value — in identifying promising new ideas, in bringing 
effective practices to scale, in advocating for policies and procedures that can lead to 
significant improvements in college attainment. We are committed to using that 
important tool. (Merisotis, 2014a, p. 5) 
 
In the most recent strategic plan, released in 2017, the Foundation again emphasized its role as 
thought leader: 
Lumina can play multiple roles…but it is through our role as Thought Leader (emphasis 
original) that our influence will need to be most felt across the wide array of stakeholders 
who need to understand the urgency of Goal 2025 and commit to action to reach it. For 
this reason, developing the strategic approach to thought leadership is a particular priority 
of this strategic plan. (Lumina Foundation, 2017e, p. 11) 
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In conversation with another respondent, this individual credited Lumina’s leadership role to the 
foundation’s ability to “see farther around the corner, around the bend than a lot of these folks 
have the ability to see.” This respondent further explained that the foundation is in the unique 
position of being able to spend more time thinking and planning than many who are working in 
the field:  
We have the luxury of spending all our time thinking about that. I mean, honestly, they're 
focused on their institution or they're focused on ... What's the best way ... Think of the 
foundation as a network where there's a lot of projects going on and we're learning stuff 
all the time and we're talking to each other all the time and we're iterating all the time. 
Well, they [higher education institution] don't have that ability. They're not the funder, 
they're not seeing all the things we're seeing….We have more of a point of view.  
 
Raising Awareness and Agenda Setting  
 While the previous chapter outlines the reasons why Lumina believes in the importance 
of Goal 2025, this chapter focuses on how increasing awareness of the goal is a key strategy for 
helping the foundation – and the country – reach it. This section will discuss the foundation’s 
reasons for wanting to increase awareness around college completion and Goal 2025, its 
strategies for increasing awareness, and the foundation’s efforts to track awareness over time. As 
the foundation explained in the 2017 strategic plan, its thought leadership role is tied to its ability 
to “reach all Americans” with its belief in the importance and attainability of postsecondary 
education: 
Lumina has a limited capacity to reach this enormous audience through our direct efforts, 
but effective thought leadership can help create a postsecondary learning system that 
does. We must reach all Americans with the message that success in postsecondary 
education is both necessary to their future and within reach. (Lumina Foundation, 2017e, 
p. 12)  
 
In addition to raising awareness across “society at large,” as one respondent noted, Lumina is 
targeting the awareness campaign to state policymakers. In response to a question about why 
there is less awareness among policymakers about the equity gap in higher education, the 
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following respondent explained that policymakers are often not familiar with the types of data 
and reports that would highlight low completion rates: 
I think it is new information in a lot of cases. We don't typically, and states don't typically 
publicly release student completion data by race and ethnicity…. The higher ed report 
card for an institution may be, percent of students who complete in four years, six years, 
that sort of thing…but mostly the state policymakers I'm working with, they by and large 
don't pay attention to IPEDS data. It's two-year old data, and they don't see it. That's a 
researcher’s data element, and they're looking mostly at…the data that's coming out of 
the institutions during budget hearings, and that sort of thing... 
 
This same respondent also explained that two additional reasons for the lack of awareness among 
policymakers is many states do not have dedicated higher education committees, and that 
policymakers are simply asking different questions:  
In a lot of cases, states don't even have policy committees that are dedicated to higher 
education. They have education broadly, which might take up the post-secondary bills. 
Whereas in a lot of cases, the budget committees tend to be the place where they do have 
separate standing committees on budget, or subcommittees on budget, focused on post-
secondary. In a lot of cases, the information they're working off of is more, "What did 
you receive last year? What are your enrollment trends?”...That's the business operation 
side.  
 
Finally, the concept of an educational achievement gap is not new to policymakers, as many 
have done work in K-12 education on reducing the achievement gap between black and white 
students and between poor and more well-off students. However, as this respondent explains, 
there is less awareness overall that the achievement gap persists through higher education as 
well: 
When you work with policymakers, they all get the achievement gap. They understand it. 
They've focused on it, at the K-12 level, especially in early childhood education, 
elementary school, middle school, high school….When you want to have that 
conversation at the post-secondary level, you get a little bit of a blank stare, because I 
think most well-intentioned policymakers believe that once a student walks into a college 
or university, that the playing field is by and large leveled. The fact is, that we see those 




Lumina views itself as a thought leader in the postsecondary field, and based on this 
research, believes that an important first step in raising the national attainment rate is raising 
awareness of the need for increased postsecondary attainment generally, and the importance of 
Lumina’s Goal 2025, or 60 percent national attainment by 2025. The literature on public policy 
provides a framework for analyzing the ways in which organizations and individuals raise 
awareness of social problems and ways of doing so. The following section begins by reviewing 
this literature and explaining how Lumina Foundation acts in the capacity of a policy 
entrepreneur.   
Raising Awareness of Social Problems 
In the public policy literature, there is a difference between conditions or potential 
problems on one hand, and public issues or recognized social problems on the other (Anderson, 
2011; Hilgartner & Bosk, 1988; Kingdon, 2003). While conditions have the potential to affect 
people’s lives, they are not considered serious enough to require governmental action (Kingdon, 
2003). Meanwhile, public issues or problems are conditions that are commonly perceived to 
merit public or governmental attention (Anderson, 2011; Hilgartner & Bosk, 1988; Kingdon, 
2003). As Hilgartner & Bosk explain, only a small number of potential problems grow into 
“social problems with ‘celebrity’ status” (p. 57). Moreover, how a problem is framed or 
presented matters because different perspectives will lead to different policies and the 
involvement of different actors and interest groups (Hilgartner & Bosk, 1988). Among 
postsecondary reformers, for example, there are multiple perspectives on the problem of low 
completion rates, which in turn leads to the wide range of policies and practices that are often 
proposed as solutions.  
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The literature outlines ways that a problem or condition can become recognized as a 
public issue or social problem requiring governmental action: support by active and powerful 
policy entrepreneur who is able to strategically employ use data and numbers, use focusing 
events to invoke a sense of drama or crisis, while also appealing to peoples’ ideology and social 
values (Hilgartner & Bosk, 1988; Kingdon, 2003; Mintrom & Norman, 2009; Mintrom & 
Vergari, 1996; Stone, 2002).  
Foundation as Policy Entrepreneur 
Policy entrepreneurs call attention to social conditions and package these conditions in 
such a way as to drive public attention and discussion to the condition, often waiting for the right 
time to present a condition as a problem (Kingdon, 2003). As described in Chapter Two, policy 
entrepreneurs can be government officials, interest group officials, or other individuals with large 
networks and powerful connections. A policy entrepreneur will have expertise in an area, 
political connections, and is persistent. According to Kingdon, a policy entrepreneur is an 
individual; in the case of Lumina Foundation, the organization displays many characteristics of a 
policy entrepreneur.  
Successful problem definition is a “political act” that requires “a combination of social 
acuity with skills in conflict management and negotiation” (Mintrom & Norman, 2009, p. 652; 
Stone, 2002). In the following quote, a respondent explains how Lumina fits these characteristics 
of a policy entrepreneur, by sharing important information about the problem, and being able to 
adapt to different situations:  
Evidence that practices work, data, are important. But also having a champion, having a 
strong leader that pushes it out is essential. We see ourselves as a thought leader, so 
sharing this information. Being explicit about what we mean, but understanding that 
everyone is a unique snow flake. Some of it may apply and some of it they need to adopt 
to make it most beneficial for them.  
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Use of data and numbers. Policy entrepreneurs will often use data and numbers to call 
attention to problems. Data and numbers are important tools for telling a story, framing a 
problem, and pushing for policy or political action (Stone, 2002). The act of counting can also 
seemingly simply a complex problem or phenomenon, and “bolster the authority” of those doing 
the counting (Stone, 2002, p. 176). Finally, counting can encourage dissatisfaction with the status 
quo and motivate a desire to create change (Kingdon, 2003; Stone, 2002). In part, numbers are 
influential because they are often considered objective measures of a situation. However, 
counting or measuring something requires that those doing the measuring make certain decisions 
about what will count (and what won’t) and how the numbers should be presented for maximum 
impact, thereby lessening their inherent objectivity (Stone, 2002). 
For example, the Lumina Foundation’s 2013 strategic plan states that they “now know 
that 65% of U.S. jobs—almost two-thirds—will require some form of postsecondary education 
by 2020 (Lumina Foundation, 2013, p. 2), even though this statistics is largely informed by one 
research organization, the Center for Education and the Workforce at Georgetown, which is also 
a grantee of Lumina. In addition to citing research, the foundation uses other data points to call 
attention to the problem of low college completion rates: “America now ranks a disappointing 
11th in global postsecondary attainment…” (Lumina Foundation, n.d.), and “the latest 
Gallup/Lumina poll found that 90 percent of Americans believe it’s important to increase the rate 
of college attainment in America.” (Lumina Foundation, n.d.). The following statistics are from 
Merisotis’ 2015 book, America Needs Talent (2015). Here, he compares America’s contribution 
to intentional rates of college attainment and shows how it is declining over time, especially in 
comparison to China:  
In the year 2000, according to the Organization for Economic Cooperation and 
Development, ninety-one million young adults had a college education...17 percent were 
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from the US and China….Based on projections for 2020….of the world’s 200 million 
young adults who are expected to hold postsecondary degrees, 42 percent will come from 
two countries – China, with 30 percent, and India, with 12 percent – while the US share 
of the world’s college graduates is expected to decline to 11 percent. (Merisotis, 2015b, 
p. 24) 
 
Lumina Foundation often shares seemingly noteworthy statistics in making the case for 
higher levels of postsecondary attainment and to motivate states to set their own attainment goal. 
In two recent speeches, one to the Northern Alberta Institute of Technology, and the other to the 
University Professional and Continuing Education Association, Jamie Merisotis cited findings 
from a report from the Center on Education and the Workforce at Georgetown University 
(Carnevale, Jayasundera, & Gulish, 2016) to make a point about the important link between 
postsecondary education and employment: 
According to the Georgetown University Center on Education and the Workforce, of the 
11.6 million American jobs created since the Great Recession ended in late 2010, 11.5 
million—99 percent (emphasis original)—went to workers who had at least some post-
high school education. (Merisotis, 2017c)13 
 
In using this rather extraordinary statistic, as well as others cited above, Merisotis and the 
foundation are making the case that college completion is a national imperative.  
In talking with respondents at Lumina Foundation and reviewing speeches, papers, and 
strategic plans produced by the foundation, there was a common trend – the use of statistics and 
research by the Center on Education and the Workforce at Georgetown University (CEW). I 
asked one respondent why CEW was so frequently cited. The respondent explains that it is 
because the rigorous research is presented in “bite size numbers” that are easily cited.  
I think his [CEW Director Tony Carnevale] work is compelling because he has a way of 
looking at data in a way that few others do and distilling it into bite size numbers or 
motivational numbers. So three-quarter of jobs by 2020 will require postsecondary 
                                                          
13 During the recovery most jobs went to workers with at least some postsecondary education, however, enrollment 
in higher education, and in particular, at community colleges increased during the Great Recession (see (Dundar et 
al., 2011). Accordingly, many more workers may have had at least some postsecondary education by the time they 
were rehired.  
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degrees. Something that just gets cited over and over again. Getting to that is the very 
complicated methodology that is very rigorous and something we call all rely on but at 
the same time either of us can go out and speak on that…and everybody kind of gets it. I 
think it's that combination of really rigorous methodology and being able to talk about its 
research…that is helpful….That's a lot of why we end up turning to him. 
 
Ideology and values. Ideology and values also play an important role in determining 
what conditions come to be perceived as problems (Hilgartner & Bosk, 1988; Kingdon, 2003; 
Stone, 2002), and a policy entrepreneur is often able to help with this process. When an issue is 
viewed as a violation of societal values, it is more likely to gain traction. The policy entrepreneur 
helps to define these problems by focusing the policy discussion on certain points, thereby 
affecting how actors perceive these problems in relation to their own interests and beliefs 
(Mintrom & Norman, 2009). Lumina Foundation frequently cites to the social responsibility of 
increasing attainment rates. As Danette Howard, Senior Vice President and Chief Strategy 
Officer recently said, Lumina “…want[s] it to be about the lives behind the number. Because 
behind every statistic are people whose lives will be forever changed if they have the opportunity 
to secure that postsecondary credential” (S. Jenkins, 2017). As discussed earlier in this chapter, 
policy entrepreneurs often use data and numbers to make a rational and/or economic case for 
their problem; here however, Dr. Howard is asking her audience to look “behind the numbers” to 
consider the lives that could be impacted through postsecondary attainment. As such, she is 
appealing to people’s belief in higher education as a vehicle for improvement and advancement 
and asking the audience to consider how higher education attainment can change people’s lives 
for the better.  
Similarly, when discussing the implications of persistent equity gaps in postsecondary 
attainment, the 2013 Strategic Plan described this as an “intolerable situation” that should be 
“rejected on moral grounds” (Lumina Foundation, 2013, p. 5). And in the foundation’s first 
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strategic plan in 2009, the foundation argued that “By increasing the attainment level to 60 
percent, we can expect significant increases in volunteerism, voting, philanthropic giving and 
education levels for future generations as well as significant reductions in crime rates, poverty 
and health care costs” (Lumina Foundation, 2009b, p. 3).  
Crisis, drama, and focusing events. Finally, conditions become recognized as public 
issues or social problems worthy of action through some sort of crisis or drama (Hilgartner & 
Bosk, 1988), sometimes called a “focusing event” (Anderson, 2011), an external or internal 
shock (Sabatier & Weible, 2007), or a policy window (Kingdon, 2003). Policy entrepreneurs are 
important because of their ability to recognize these moments as opportunities to promote a 
potential problem and/or solution (Mintrom & Norman, 2009).  
According to the ACF, external shocks occur outside that policy subsystem and are out of 
the control of subsystem and coalition actors. These shocks can take the form of socio-economic 
changes, changes in public opinion, policy events in neighboring policy coalitions, and “changes 
in the governing coalition” controlling the executive branch or the legislature (Mintrom & 
Vergari, 1996; Sabatier & Weible, 2007, pp. 191). Shocks lead to policy change by affecting 
political resources and draw attention to a problem. Meanwhile, Kingdon categorizes these 
events as “policy windows” that create an “opportunity for advocates of proposals to push their 
pet solutions, or to push attention to their special problems” (Kingdon, 2003, p. 165).  Mintrom 
and Norman (2009) highlight the importance of a policy entrepreneur’s “social acuity,” which 
enables a policy entrepreneur to recognize an opportunity for the pursuit of policy change (p. 
652). In addition to effectively reading a situation, policy entrepreneurs are able to use their 
personal and professional networks to leverage policy change and push “…pet solutions, or to 
push attention to their special problems” (Kingdon, 2003, p. 165).  
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Interviews and document analysis highlight two ways that the foundation has been able to 
use drama, a focusing event, and numbers to push the issue of postsecondary attainment. The 
major event that coincided with the development of Lumina’s Goal 2025 and is often referenced 
in their casemaking efforts around postsecondary attainment is the Great Recession of 2008-
2009. In 2013, the foundation cited recent research from the Georgetown University Center on 
Education and the Workforce (Carnevale & Smith, Nicole, 2012) to further explicate the 
relationship between postsecondary education and employment opportunities during and after the 
Great Recession:   
The Great Recession made this relationship painfully clear. Between the beginning of the 
recession in December 2007 and its official end in January 2010, the economy lost 5.6 
million jobs for Americans with a high school education or less. Jobs requiring an 
associate degree or some college declined by 1.75 million, while the number of jobs for 
Americans with a bachelor’s degree or above actually grew by 187,000….Since the end 
of the recession, jobs requiring an associate degree or some college have grown by 1.6 
million and almost recovered to pre-recession levels. Jobs for bachelor’s degree holders 
have accelerated their growth—adding 2 million new jobs in the recovery. In contrast, the 
recovery never came to those whose highest level of education is a high school diploma 
or below. Since January 2010, the economy has lost an additional 230,000 jobs in this 
category (Lumina Foundation, 2013, p. 2) 
 
In this quote, the respondent explains that the recession provided information on the impact of 
not having a college degree, and the benefits associated with postsecondary education:  
I think that the recession provided some information and data on the real impact, or the 
problem that we were trying to solve….The recession provided some data to bring home 
that kind of the real disparities that are existing. The ever-increasing disparities that are 
created by the have and have nots, and the have and have nots of postsecondary 
education. It's creating even larger gaps than we had before. 
 
Hilgartner and Bosk (1988) explain that economic changes can affect whether and how 
social problems are defined. And while an economic downturn can pull attention away from 
social problems that would require additional spending (Hilgartner & Bosk, 1988), the following 
discussion shows how Lumina made the case for efforts to increase postsecondary attainment 
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precisely because of the economic impact of the Great Recession. The following quote from 
another respondent explained that Lumina was interested in making a case for higher education 
attainment that was directly tied to interested in promoting policies that would help address 
concerns about rising costs and ensure that states were receiving a return on their investment in 
higher education: 
I think first and foremost, in a time when post-secondary institutions are no longer going 
to be able to go to the legislature and say, "Hey, you gave us this much last year. Give us 
this much, plus." The impetus around this is, if you think 2008, 2009…the big recession. 
You had huge budget cuts. Higher education is by and large the balance wheel for state 
government budgets. The idea around this, or at least the opportunity, the crisis was that 
if we're going to either keep or grow money into higher education, it needs to be based on 
something other than historical dollars. There's a whole new normal now, so the 
landscape is changing. Any new investment had better be couched in the terms of, this is 
truly an investment that has a return on it.  
 
In addition to specifically referencing the lessons learned about the importance of 
postsecondary education from the recession, the foundation also frequently invokes a sense of 
drama and urgency by framing low attainment rates as a national crisis, one that threatens 
America’s economy and international competitiveness, and is exacerbating the “skills gap.” The 
foundation, and partners of the foundation, have been making this case for several years in 
speeches, opinion pieces and at convenings. President and CEO Jamie Merisotis argued in the 
Washington Post that entry to the middle class is dependent on postsecondary education, and that 
without people gaining these skills, America’s competitiveness will suffer: 
This is a case of mutual need: Millions of American young people — not to mention their 
parents and other family members — need education and training to secure a middle-
class life. And their country, in return, needs them: America can’t compete globally 
without every bit of talent we can muster. (Merisotis, 2017) 
 
Merisotis struck a similar note in a 2017 speech to UPCEA, a professional organization 
of continuing and online educators, Merisotis claimed that if the country fails to meet Lumina’s 
Goal 2025—60 percent postsecondary attainment—the country and the economy will be at risk. 
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Note that Merisotis is evoking the seminal report, A Nation at Risk, released in 1983, which 
fueled the idea that American secondary schools were failing. In his recent book, America Needs 
Talent (2015), Merisotis titled one chapter, Nation at Risk and said:  
In fact, if we fail to meet that 60 percent goal, we put our nation at risk. Our economy 
cannot thrive if the workforce is not sufficiently skilled to fill the jobs of today and 
tomorrow. And labor market experts are all but unanimous in saying that a high school 
diploma alone simply can’t convey those skills. (Merisotis, 2017b)  
 
Jason Tyszko, executive director of the Center for Education and Workforce at the U.S. Chamber 
of Commerce Foundation recently spoke at a Lumina-sponsored convening on competency-
based education. In discussing the difficulty employers are having finding qualified employees, 
he described the skills gap as a “gathering storm” that is having serious repercussions on the 
economy:  
We’ve been talking about this for decades now. We’ve sometimes referred to it as a 
gathering storm on the horizon…Well, that storm has hit. It’s hurting our economic 
competitiveness, it’s hurting our ability to grow the economy, and it’s contributing to 
anemic growth. (Ahren, 2017) 
  
And finally, as discussed in Chapter Four and earlier in this chapter, the foundation 
makes international comparisons to stress the need for the foundation’s attainment goals 
(Kingdon, 2003; Stone, 2002). International comparisons are not a new strategy and are often 
used in response to a crisis to mobilize public support around an issue or a solution. In K-12 
education, international comparisons have been used in discussions about the declining quality of 
secondary education, going back to the publication of A Nation at Risk (1983).  
Higher education attainment in the U.S.—the percent of the American population with a 
postsecondary credential or degree—has remained flat for 40 years, in spite of the 
dramatic economic and social changes during that period. Meantime, higher education 
attainment in the rest of the world has increased—in some cases at dramatic rates. We 
believe this reflects a fundamental change in the role higher education plays in advanced 




In part to inform its work to raise awareness, and in part to demonstrate whether these 
efforts are paying off, Lumina Foundation releases the Stronger Nation report every year. In 
addition to measuring the overall awareness of Americans about the importance of increasing 
postsecondary attainment overall, the foundation is also interested in increasing awareness of the 
value of a postsecondary credential, the importance of closing the equity achievement gap, and 
awareness of the increasing presence of non-traditional students, or “Today’s Students.” At a 
July 2017 conference of state leaders, Dr. Danette Howard stated that “a major step forward by 
states has been the realization they need to close the educational attainment gaps that have been 
choking off progress for families and limiting the nation’s economic prosperity” (Howard, 2017).  
 The 2016 Stronger Nation also report included a section on “Awareness.” The data were 
collected as part of a Lumina/Gallup poll in 2015, in which awareness was defined as “…the 
percentage of Americans who believe it is important to increase the proportion of Americans 
with a degree or credential beyond high school to 62 percent by 2015” (Lumina Foundation, 
2016). As one program staffer explained, “On the national level, we measure awareness through 
a Gallup Lumina poll that we do. If people are aware that attainment needs to increase.” 
The following table highlights the results of the foundation’s efforts to increase 
awareness in the 2015 Gallup/Lumina poll. The first line shows the overall percentage of 
respondents who believe it is important to increase the proportion of Americans with a degree or 
credential beyond high school. The results show that between 2012 and 2014, awareness grew by 
18 percentage points, from 43 to 61 percent before dropping to 58 percent in 2015. The poll also 
found that awareness among Hispanic respondents was 72 percent in 2014 and 71 percent in 
2015, while awareness among African American respondents dropped from 74 percent in 2014 
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to 70 percent in 2015. While the results are not explained in the Stronger Nation report, it is 
notable that Hispanic and African American respondents on average reported more favorable 
views of higher education than white respondents. 
Table 4. The Importance of Postsecondary Education 
 
 2012 2013 2014 2015 
Overall (%) 43 51 61 58 
Hispanic (%) -- -- 72 71 
African American (%) -- -- 74 70 
White (%) -- -- 56 54 
Ages 18-34 (%) -- -- 63 55 
Ages 35-64 (%) -- -- 59 59 
Source: 2015 Gallup/Lumina Poll. Lumina Stronger Nation, 2016 
(Gallup, 2016; Lumina Foundation, 2016)  
 
In a similar question about whether the respondent “agrees that a college degree or 
professional certificate leads to a better quality of life,” 36 percent of white respondents strongly 
agreed, compared to 50 percent of Blacks and 62 percent of Hispanics (p. 10) 
In addition to measuring the perceived importance of higher education, the poll also 
asked about respondents’ perceptions of what constitutes “college.” The 2015 poll found that 
more than half of the respondents think that “students working to earn a professional certificate 
to use in their workplace’ describes college education most of the time” (p. 13). Meanwhile, 
more than one-third of respondents believe that “students working to earn a two-year associate 
degree” constitutes a college education while approximately a quarter of respondents stated that 
“an online learning environment where students log in to classes” accurately describes a college 
education (p. 13).  
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Given the foundation’s focus on alternative learning opportunities, Lumina may hope that 
a higher rate of respondents would see online learning as a legitimate form of higher education. 
The foundation notes in its annual reports with Gallup that an increasing percentage of 
respondents either agree or strongly agree that “online colleges and universities offer high 
quality education.” As the 2014 report explained, “there is some indication that the cool 
reception toward online degrees is thawing” (2014, p. 15). As the report notes however, low-
income respondents were more likely to strongly agree with the statement (41 percent) than 
respondents from the highest income households (26 percent).  
The following table shows how the percentage of respondents who believe that traditional 
colleges and universities, community colleges and online colleges and universities offer high 
quality education. The table includes the percentage of respondents who agree and strongly agree 
with each statement, with the percentage who strongly agree in parentheses. 
Table 5. Quality of Education at Different Institutions  
Type of Institution 2012 2013 2014 2015 
Traditional colleges and universities offer high quality 
education. (% agree/ strongly agree) 76 (29) 77 (34) 74 (33) 74 (31) 
Community colleges offer high quality education. (% 
agree/ strongly agree)  54 (19) 58 (25) 61 (26) 62 (27) 
Online colleges and universities offer high quality 
education. (% agree/ strongly agree) 33 (11) 37 (14) 41 (17) 46 (15) 
Sources: Results are aggregated from the 2012, 2013, 2014, and 2015 Gallup/Lumina polls, which 
asked the same questions about the quality of these three types of higher education institutions (Lumina 
Foundation & Gallup, 2013, 2014, 2015, 2016b) 
 
The polls included other questions directly related to the foundation’s strategic plans. For 
example, polls conducted in 2013, 2014 and 2015 (and published in 2014, 2015, and 2016 
respectively) asked whether colleges and universities “need to change to better meet the needs of 
today’s students (2014, p. 16; 2015, p. 18). Perhaps not surprisingly, especially given the 
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phrasing of the question, most respondents agreed with this statement. The table includes the 
percentage of respondents who agree and strongly agree with this statement, with the percentage 
who strongly agree in parentheses. 
Table 6. Need for Change in Higher Education  
 2012 2013 2014 2015 
Colleges and universities need to change to better 
meet the needs of today’s students  (% agree/ 
strongly agree) 
n/a 89 said “yes” 80 (55) 78 (53) 
Sources: Results are aggregated from the 2013, 2014, and 2015 Gallup/Lumina Poll.  
 
And finally, the polls conducted in 2014 and 2015 asked whether respondents were 
“confident that having only a [high school diploma/professional certificate/associate 
degree/bachelor’s degree] can lead to a good job.” (2015, p. 8; 2016, p. 12). Table 7 includes the 
percentage of respondents who agree and strongly agree with each statement. 
Table 7. Importance of Education Level to Securing a Good Job  
 2014 2015 
I am confident that having only a high school diploma can lead to a good job. 
(% agree/ strongly agree) 19 (12) 22 (13) 
I am confident that having only a professional certificate beyond high school 
can lead to a good job. (% agree/ strongly agree) 42 (20) 45 (19) 
I am confident that having only an associate degree beyond high school can 
lead to a good job. (% agree/ strongly agree) 42 (16) 37 (14) 
I am confident that having only a bachelor's degree beyond high school can 
lead to a good job. (% agree/ strongly agree) 70 (29) 70 (31) 
Sources: Results are aggregated from the 2014 and 2015 Gallup/Lumina Polls.  
 
These questions about the necessity of postsecondary education, forms of postsecondary 
education delivery, and postsecondary education redesign align with Lumina’s evolving 
definition of postsecondary education as well and may provide support for Lumina’s inclusion of 
credentials and certifications between traditional two- and four-year degrees. However, Lumina’s 
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aim in conducting these polls is not clear. They do not seem to be conducting these polls in order 
to determine their strategies or to drive public opinion. Rather, given the nature of the questions 
in the polls, they may be seeking corroborative evidence that will provide them with support 
when they approach policymakers and state and higher education institutions leaders.  
Encouraging Institutional Change through State Policy 
The previous section described how Lumina Foundation acts as a policy entrepreneur to 
raise awareness of the issue of low college attainment using data and numbers and appealing to 
people’s values. This section will continue the discussion of Lumina as a policy entrepreneur, but 
this time focuses how the foundation encourages and mobilizes state actors to act on the issue of 
low college completion by taking several steps. These include setting a statewide completion 
goal and encouraging institution-level change by adopting policies like performance funding. As 
this section will explain, the foundation was able to act in response to the Great Recession in 
2008, which proved useful in mobilizing state actors to take these steps.  
Although Lumina had a Federal Policy Strategy in the 2013 Strategic Plan and the 
foundation continues to emphasize federal policy in the 2017 plan, much of the foundation’s 
policy work is at the state level. Dr. Danette Howard of Lumina Foundation recently said: 
“States are well-positioned to lead in the effort to make higher education more accessible, 
navigable, and affordable so that we can significantly increase the number of Americans with 
education beyond high school over the next decade” (Lumina Foundation, 2017h).   
The foundation’s focus on state policy is not new. In the foundation’s 2007 report, From 
the Ground Up, the then-chairman of the Board, John Mutz, explained that the foundation had 
decided to become more involved in state policy since higher education funding mostly comes 
from the states. He explained that “if you really want to be a change agent in this area, you’ve 
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got to be in public policy. We decided to emphasize state policy rather than federal policy 
because the lion’s share of money for higher education come from the states” (Lumina 
Foundation, 2007, p. 95). This emphasis on state policy came at the same time as the just-
announced “Big Goal,” which at the time, was a new focus for the foundation. As Lumina was 
developing its new strategic plan and direction, the Board hired Jamie Merisotis to strengthen 
and emphasize the foundation’s work on higher education policy. Mr. Merisotis came to Lumina 
Foundation from the Institute of Higher Education Policy (IHEP) where he was the founding 
president and CEO. Prior to that he was a legislative aid and served as the Executive Director of 
a bipartisan commission on college affordability.  
A former Lumina foundation employee explained that the decisions by the board to both 
pursue state policy and hire Jamie Merisotis were connected: 
Clearly policy is the domain which Lumina made a decision to pursue and they made that 
decision as a board when they hired Jamie Merisotis. I think Jamie is executing that 
decision and that vision to the best of his ability. He's got staff that work for him at the 
executive level and below that are working with organizations who have, for the most 
part, a shared understanding that policy change at the state level it's a good thing to 
pursue and that if you're working at other levels like the institutions you ought to be 
doing things that are consistent with those state policy agendas.  
 
In 2017, the foundation released the 2017-2020 State Policy Agenda, a summary of 
Lumina’s state policy recommendations. As Strategy Labs explains, “The State Policy Agenda is 
Lumina’s response to state leaders who were asking how they could reach Goal 2025. It is a 
collection of evidenced-based policies and practices that have worked in several states to 
increase higher education attainment.” (Strategy Labs, 2016). The Agenda includes five 
recommendations: 1) Set an ambitious goal; 2) Invest in talent development; 3) Prioritize student 
outcomes; 4) Create an affordability benchmark and target resources to low-income students; and 
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5) Expand alternative, lower-priced credential paths. One respondent explained the importance 
of policymakers and policy more generally to increasing completion: 
Our audience generally through [advocacy organizations] are our policymakers and 
institutions. Policymakers may be the biggest lever for influencing others…..They can set 
policies and practices. For example, going back to outcomes-based funding. They set 
outcomes-based funding as a policy, then that is going to force people to get onboard 
with increasing completion, because that's how they are funded. That's the way we also 
work with not just state policymakers, but also federal policy makers. That's where we 
talk about data and those other issues that our policymakers can be a huge influence. Our 
policymakers can be a huge influence with alternative delivery models for example.  
 
Most respondents described policymaking as a powerful lever to promote institutional 
change and explained the impact of being able to show how many states have implemented a 
certain policy. In a recent speech, Merisotis claimed that 40 states had set ambitious goals 
(Merisotis, 2017c). The Strategy Labs website also tracks the number of state that implemented 
performance-funding.14 As one respondent commented, “Lumina Foundation…they like policy 
change….so being able to say, "15 states have signed on to this policy agenda" is a big deal. I 
think that has cache.” 
This section begins by exploring three examples of Lumina’s efforts around 
policymaking. The first example how the foundation encourages states to set statewide 
completion goals, the second is the foundation’s productivity agenda, and the third is 
performance funding. As this section explains, performance funding was an original part of the 
productivity agenda. What is common to both performance funding and the foundation’s 
productivity work is that both are intended to motivate institutions to change their behavior in 
order to increase attainment. As one Lumina respondent explained, these policies encourage 
institutions to change how they “do business.”  
                                                          
14 The Strategy Labs website was taken down in summer 2017 to be revised and has not yet been reactivated.  
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State-Level Goal Setting  
 One strategy for change discussed by foundation respondents is goal setting. In the 
previous section on raising awareness, I explained how the foundation views raising awareness 
of Goal 2025 as central to its overall strategy of raising attainment rates and closing the equity 
gaps in postsecondary attainment. In this section, I discuss how the foundation helps states use 
increased awareness to set a state-wide completion or attainment goal. As one program officer 
explained, one of the first steps Lumina asks state to do is to set a “challenging” attainment goal: 
Really, the first thing we work with states on is setting a challenging goal. Looking at 
where they are with regards to attainment and setting a goal, and that goal should close 
equity gaps. Then we want them to make it challenging, and time limited, and 
quantitative. It doesn't have to be 60% by 2025, [but] it has to be something that makes 
sense for them. Then focusing on completion of the credentials that matter for them. 
Some states focus a lot on certificates. Certificates are a piece of their puzzle. That's fine. 
I think when a state begins to focus on attainment, that then they look at some solutions 
that can get them there, one of which is outcomes-based funding, but that's not the only 
one… 
 
Similarly, another staffer explained that the state attainment goals are part of Lumina’s overall 
strategy for reaching Goal 2025. Moreover, this respondent highlights the role of Lumina grantee 
HCM Strategists, which runs the Strategy Labs website: 
Part of getting 60 percent is every state needs to recognize that every state needs to care 
about the percentage of its people who have meaningful postsecondary education. 
[Lumina does] a lot of work through HCM and Strategy Labs directly with states to get 
them to…understand why they need to [set a goal] and then to adopt a meaningful 
attainment goal.  
 
As of 2017, approximately 40 states have set attainment goals (Clarke, 2017; Lumina 
Foundation, 2017i). The Education Commission of the State (ECS) reported in October 2017 that 
“in recent years, nearly every state set, or is revising or adopting, an educational attainment goal. 
Most states are aiming for 55 to 65 percent of their citizens to earn a postsecondary credential by 
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2025” (ECS, 2017, p. 1) clearly mirroring Lumina’s Goal 2025. The following section will 
explore how the foundation is helping states adopt policies in support of the statewide goals. 
Productivity Agenda 
The foundation’s productivity agenda is one example of how the foundation sought to 
incentivize institutional change by working through state governments and state higher education 
systems. The productivity agenda was the third part of Lumina’s 2009 strategic plan that was 
released soon after the announcement of Goal 2025. In discussing this work, the foundation 
discussed creating a “productivity movement” and a “productivity agenda.” Productivity has 
been described by Merisotis as “increasing the numbers of college graduates with available 
resources while preserving academic quality” (National Conference of State Legislators, 2011). 
Or, as another program officer explained, “the productivity work was really oriented around, 
how do you take the resources that we have…and use them more wisely.”  
The 2009 strategic plan stated that productivity could be achieved through several 
policies, including the adoption of new higher education funding models, competency-based 
education, and accelerated degree programs. Then, in 2009 and 2011 the foundation released two 
publications called Four Steps to Finishing First. These publications were described as an 
agenda for state policymakers and included a set of policies that would boost higher education 
productivity. Both the 2009 and 2011 versions of the documents endorsed four agenda items: 
performance funding, student incentives, new models for higher education, and business 
efficiencies. As the following foundation staffer explained, Lumina selected states to receive $1 
million to implement Lumina’s selected policies within the completion agenda: 
The thought behind the Productivity Work was that Lumina would provide states with 
resources that could be used for targeted teaching approaches toward increasing 
attainment. I believe that Lumina selected 7 or 8 states and each state received 1 million 
dollars to implement and approve plans. Underneath the overall productivity umbrella 
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there were key components that Lumina wanted each state to pay attention to….That was 
Lumina's way of incentivizing the behavior that they wanted to see across all states.  
 
As this respondent indicated, in November 2009 Lumina awarded “productivity grants” to seven 
states: Arizona, Indiana, Ohio, Maryland, Montana, Tennessee, and Texas. The goal of the grant 
was the incentivize the states to produce sustainable examples of “productivity enhancements 
that can be scaled or transferred to other state settings” (Lumina Foundation, 2011, p. 5).  
However, the productivity agenda has not been a prominent part of the foundation’s 
strategy (or strategic plans) since 2012. It is possible that an evaluation of the initiative provides 
some insight, though it is still not clear why it faded. In 2015, Social Program Evaluators and 
Consultants, Inc. (SPEC Associates) released an evaluation of Lumina’s productivity agenda, 
which was defined as being “focused primarily on helping state policymakers and higher 
education leaders determine how to work within resource constraints to achieve Goal 2025.” 
(SPEC, 2015, p.1). In the introduction of the SPEC evaluation, the authors wrote that 
“productivity as a term was not as useful on college campuses, though many of its underlying 
concepts—such as improving student pathways, increasing student success, and holding down 
administrative costs—were well-received” (Nodine, 2015, p. ii). 
The full report expanded on this analysis of the challenges facing the productivity 
agenda. According to their research, the concept of productivity was attractive to state 
policymakers, but faced resistance within higher education institutions because of negative 
connotations associated with the word or the idea of productivity, and what sounds like 
confusion as to what productivity would mean to a college:  
While productivity was an appealing concept in state houses, the term was often a barrier 
on campuses, primarily because it already has a wide range of connotations for higher 
education leaders, some of which are negative. Productivity is often confused with cost 
efficiency. Consequently for many on college campuses, productivity in higher education 
is equated with efforts to have faculty teach more classes with more students, which is 
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perceived as a direct threat to quality of instruction and to research. Productivity is also 
perceived by many higher education leaders as a business term that is too often adapted 
simplistically in a college setting. Several leaders said the term brings to mind assembly 
lines rather than improved learning environments to better meet student needs. (SPEC, 
2015, p. 14) 
 
As mentioned above, the productivity agenda included four “agenda items” for state 
policymakers: performance funding, student incentives, new models, and business efficiencies, 
and in their evaluation, SPEC found that these individual policies or reform ideas were broadly 
accepted. The most popular and most widely adopted among the seven states, but also across a 
wider group of states that were engaged in this work through Lumina’s Strategy Labs, was 
performance funding. Therefore, while the “productivity agenda” was not included in the 2013 
and 2017 strategic plans, it was replaced by performance funding and new business models 
(Strategy 7), and competency-based education (Strategy 8) as standalone items, divorced from 
the umbrella of the productivity agenda.  
Performance Funding for Higher Education 
With the release of the 2013 strategic plan, performance funding (or outcomes-based 
funding) became part of “Strategy 7: Design New Higher Education Business and Finance 
Models.”15 In addition to becoming more prominent in the strategic plan, the foundation has 
supported research and white papers on performance funding. For example, beginning in 
November 2015, Lumina supported and released three rounds of papers on performance funding 
“that offer insights into how states and their public institutions have implemented these new 
                                                          
15 Throughout this discussion, the terms “performance funding,” “performance-based funding,” and “outcomes-
based funding” are used by different respondents and by the author to discuss the same, or quite similar policies. The 
term “outcomes-based funding” is the more recently adopted term to describe a state-level policy that determines an 
institution’s state funding allocation based on the institution’s outcomes on a series of metrics developed by each 
state. Moreover, a key feature of outcomes-based funding is that it is embedded into the institutions’ base state 
funding and is no longer a bonus. See Synder 2015 and 2016 for a typology of performance funding models. Typical 
metrics for some PF and OBF policies include the number (or rate) of students completing a degree or certificate; 
the number (or rate) of students reaching credit thresholds (typically 15, 30, 45, and 60); the number (or rate) of 
students completing developmental education; and others (Dougherty et al., 2016). 
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funding models to improve upon decades-old performance- and enrollment-based funding 
approaches” (Weathers, 2015). The first round included 14 papers on performance-based 
funding. The second round (released in March 2016) included five papers; the third round in July 
2016 included five additional papers. Lumina also funded a study of the implementation of 
impacts of performance funding in three states by researchers at Columbia University’s Teachers 
College as well as more recent research by Research for Action in the same three states: Indiana, 
Ohio, and Tennessee.  
During interviews with foundation respondents about the identification and development 
of strategies to help achieve the foundation’s Big Goal, several respondents explained that 
performance funding is appealing to the foundation because, like the productivity agenda, it 
encourages or incentivizes states and institutions to focus on increasing postsecondary 
attainment, which would support the foundation’s goal (Interviews #1, 3, 4, 5, 9). This 
respondent echoed the idea that performance funding would “change the emphasis” to encourage 
institutions to focus on completion:  
I think it [outcomes-based funding] really came to the scene really with the completion 
agenda. Then we talked about the completion agenda, because it's not just about access, 
it's not just about enrolling people….Outcomes-based funding changes the emphasis so 
that institutions have to focus on completion. They have to focus on getting students to 
the finish line, and the policy that we believe in really ensure that those traditionally 
underrepresented students get to the finish line.  
 
If measured by the number of states that have adopted some sort of performance funding 
model, Lumina has been successful in its advocacy for the policy. According to the National 
Conference of State Legislators, as of July 2015, 32 states currently use some sort of funding 
formula, while another five states are in the process of developing a performance funding policy  
(National Conference of State Legislators, 2015). According to HCM Strategists, there are 
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currently 24 states with performance funding policies, and another five states with performance 
funding policies that have not yet been implemented (Snyder & Fox, 2016). 
Perhaps the broad adoption of performance funding is because it has been heavily 
promoted since the Great Recession and because it is perceived as a policy that is both 
technically feasible and meet certain budgetary requirement, thus making it is attractive to 
policymakers (Dougherty & Natow, 2015, p. 76 and p. 162). In this study, researchers found that 
performance funding was perceived as a technically feasible solution in large part because other 
states had already adopted similar policies, especially Tennessee (in 1976 and 2010) and Ohio in 
2009 (Dougherty & Natow). For performance funding 2.0 policies, the budget acceptability 
requirements were met because the policies did not award any new funding to higher education 
institutions.  
Despite its broad adoption, with a few exceptions, research on the implementation of 
impacts of performance funding have found mixed to negative results (Dougherty et al. 2016; 
Hillman, 2016; Hillman, Tandberg, & Fryar, 2015; Hillman, Fryar, & Crespin-Trujillo, 2017). 
However, the foundation does not seem to publicly grapple with this conflicting research and 
continues to publicly support the policy and only cites research that finds evidence in support of 
performance funding as in this recent case study of outcomes-based funding (Lumina 
Foundation, 2017d). 
Moreover, while the foundation is explicit that performance funding is designed to 
encourage institutions to change their behavior to increase attainment, the foundation is typically 
not clear about how institutions should change. Perhaps as a result, research on the 
implementation of performance-based funding in three states found that state officials generally 
did not make it clear how they expected institutions to change their practices in response to the 
153 
policy (Dougherty et al., 2016). In many cases, state officials were reluctant to prescribe what 
policies or reforms institutions should implement to increase attainment. As such, further 
research across these three states found that institutions adopted a multitude of institution-level 
reforms in the years following the implementation of a state performance funding policy 
(Dougherty et al., 2016).  
Modes of Communication and Outreach 
 The foundation employs various modes of communication and outreach in order to share 
its postsecondary goals, encourage states to set their own attainment goals, and identify policies 
that will help to meet those goals. This section will review four different ways that the 
foundation reaches its audience, either through its own work, or more indirectly via its 
intermediary or partner organizations. These strategies include the yearly Stronger Nation report; 
hosting convenings; supporting intermediary or partner organizations to act as advocates and 
educators; and the Lumina Strategy Labs website.  
Stronger Nation  
While much of the data and numbers that the foundation frequently cites are generated by 
the foundation’s research partners, the foundation also generates a yearly report called Stronger 
Nation, which includes national, state-by-state, metropolitan areas, and county-by-county- data 
on attainment and equity gaps. The foundation has been producing this report every year since 
the announcement of Goal 2025 in 2008.  
To help you assess your state’s relative strengths and work areas, Lumina offers in-depth, 
state-by-state comparisons of progress toward Goal 2025 in an annual progress report, A 
Stronger Nation (Lumina Foundation, 2017a, p. 2) 
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The yearly Stronger Nation report on the nation’s progress toward Goal 2025 is a useful 
tool for starting conversations at the national and state level about lagging postsecondary 
attainment, while also making state-by-state comparisons: 
That is really what the Stronger Nation [report] is all about. It is about that conversation 
at the national level, and then at the state level. We're having conversations now across 
the country around what is a certificate, and how states are counting that, and what does 
that mean? It's small conversations, one committee at a time across the country to raise 
awareness around this. Our theory of action is if we do this and everything lines up, then 
we'll start to see a growth in attainment within states.  
 
Policy Convenings 
A second way that the foundation works with states on policy is by hosting convenings or 
meetings on various policy topics. According to respondents, these convenings are an 
opportunity for the foundation to support ongoing work in leading states, and give states an 
opportunity to learn from each other.  
A lot of ways that foundations can get action, and get discussion around things, is less 
around handing people the logical data, and say, "Hey, you need to fix this." It's more 
around, bring people who have an interest in this topic into a room with states and state 
leaders who have crossed this boundary already, and how they did it, and they can talk 
about it eloquently, and they can talk about what the results are. A lot of times, we'll 
bring in key states that have done great work in this area, know the language, and we'll 
team them up with states that are just emerging on this, and they can give them the road 
map of how they did it. That state can take that information back, and they can apply it 
within their own local context. 
 
In 2016, the foundation hosted a convening on outcomes-based funding, attended by teams from 
15 states: 
We went to Colorado and hosted a convening on outcomes-based funding, and then sent 
that out through our channels to all the states. Like 15 states showed up, sent delegations 
to come learn about it, and so there's a lot of that kind of behavior that goes on. You send 
it out to the people in the states, you have them put together a team, you cover their costs 




Lumina describes its role as a convener of organizations and people in the field to discuss 
policies and issues of importance to the foundation.  
Definitely our convening power and our convening ability, but also our ability to connect 
with people, so that if an organization is pulling together a convening that we're 
supporting, that we can help inform the agenda, find the right kind of smart folks to serve 
on panels, to be engaged in that, and to do work, and then to follow up with states maybe 
afterwards, or follow up with institutions afterwards with some technical assistance 
around this, where the institutions want to move in a certain direction. The convening 
ability provides a great opportunity for work leading up to the convening, to create 
frameworks and things like that, that people can review, and look at, and be engaged in, 
and convening itself provides a great opportunity to share information and inspire people. 
It wouldn't work if you didn't have that follow on technical assistance, where you could 
bring people to bear, to support an institution or a state that wants to move forward on 
this.  
 
Another benefit of the foundation’s convening power is being able to try to make sure 
than organizations in the field are “on the same page” especially in terms of what data they are 
reporting related to postsecondary attainment: “I would put also the convening tool we have in 
that bucket as well. More of advocating for a conversation to be happening than pushing a 
particular piece of legislation.” 
Strategy Labs 
The foundation also reaches state actors through Strategy Labs (Interviews #4, 5). The 
foundation created Strategy Labs in 2013 in order to provide a platform to promote Lumina’s 
state higher education agenda to policymakers (Weathers, 2013). Strategy Labs would also serve 
as a resource and a network for “leaders and influencers in all 50 states to share research, data 
and professional experiences to advance postsecondary attainment” (Lumina Foundation, 2017d, 
p. 3). Through Strategy Labs, the foundation can also provide technical assistance and “on-
request support from Lumina and its state policy partners” (Lumina Foundation, 2017d, p. 3). 
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The website is managed by HCM Strategists, and is intended to provide an avenue 
through which states can request technical assistance or guidance from consultants around a 
policy, as this respondent explains: 
A lot of our state policy work, we have something called Strategy Labs. There is actually 
a website…That's a place that we have that we work with states. If there is an area where 
states need some work, whether it's what does it mean to close equity gaps, or data, or 
those sort of things… 
 
Intermediary Organizations as Educators and Advocates 
Like the Gates Foundation, Lumina Foundation works with policymakers via 
intermediary organizations. Intermediary organizations can include a range of organizations 
including those focused on policy, advocacy, research, and providing direct technical assistance 
to states and higher education institutions. Other type of intermediary organization funded by the 
foundation include membership organizations, like Education Commission of the State (ECS), 
the National Conference of State Legislatures (NCSL), National Governors' Association (NGA), 
and research organizations, as described by the following respondent: 
We'll also work with what we call our state policy partners. We're at the macro level, and 
the people that are working more at the state level are going to be people like the 
Education Commission of the States, National Conference of State Legislatures, National 
Governors' Association. These associations that have big, robust policy shops that are 
working with states. 
 
 However, the foundation also connects states with certain intermediary organizations— 
like the Georgetown Center on Education and the Economy—to help a state develop their 
attainment goal and plan. The following respondent explained that “We can drop some of the 
Georgetown staff in a state to help them frame up this conversation, and understand what their 
current talent mix is, what it can look like in the future.” More broadly, the foundation funds 
intermediary organizations to “feed” information to state policymakers, as the following 
respondent explains: 
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The foundations fund organizations…who have access to the policy making staff and 
who can convey ideas, research, evidence, whatever in the hopes that it may catch on 
there. They do similar things at the state level, so they fund things like the National 
Conference of State Legislatures. They fund folks like the SHEEO, who's the State 
Higher Education Executive Officers Association. They fund those organizations. They 
fund organizations like WICHE, Western Interstate Commission for Higher Ed. They 
fund accreditation agencies to do things. They fund organizations who in essence 
represent those who make policy. They feed them information, which sometimes are just 
ideas and sometimes have evidence, and they convey the information through those 
channels in the hopes that it might be taken up.  
 
A former Lumina employee further explained the need to work with intermediary organizations 
due to limits on the foundation’s activities. Due to restrictions on private foundations, such as 
Lumina Foundation, they are not allowed to act as lobbyists at any level of government: 
The funders will tell you they provide education resources because they can't lobby, 
right? Basically, what they do is they fund organizations that have access to state and 
federal policy makers, that all federal and policymakers respect. For example, we would 
fund…the Institute for Higher Education Policy [IHEP]….They were respected within 
the halls of higher ed with the key committees at the senate and house levels. You funded 
them to conduct research on Higher Education Act re-authorization, key issues. Then you 
would support them to have events that would be catered to staffers and other advisors 
that worked with the elected representatives on those committees to influence those folks' 
behavior because that's actually how policy is made….You influence them by working 
through organizations that they listen to. IHEP is one that was respected. 
 
As the previous respondent mentioned, the foundation can “educate” policymakers, but it cannot 
lobby. The following respondent elaborated on how the foundation can educate policymakers, 
and can connect policymakers with key foundation can support advocacy, as long as it is not 
specific to certain policies: 
…we cannot lobby but we can do educating. We can under the limit of where…we can 
talk with policy makers about the research that we... The examples that we have and play 
matchmaker and play connect the dots with people in the field that are the true experts, 
right. That's a lot of you can't really garner support in a direct way but if we know that 
people are interested in a particular thing making sure that the information we have is 
part of the discussion of something we can certainly do. 
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The limits on foundations’ ability to lobby was discussed by respondents from both Lumina and 
Gates Foundations. As such, this will be discussed in greater detail in the following comparison 
section.  
Comparison of Lumina and Gates Foundation Theory of Change 
Both foundations approach their philanthropy in postsecondary education through the 
lens of needing to spur institution-level transformation or redesign. Chapter Four highlighted the 
different ways that the two foundations envision redesigning institutions in ways that they 
believe will improve student outcomes, especially among low-income students, adult students, 
and students of color. This chapter examined the ways in which the foundations are moving these 
redesign efforts forward.  
This section will highlight how the foundations are pursuing similar and contrasting 
strategies for change. In terms of similarities, both foundations rely on intermediary 
organizations to reach higher education institutions and state officials. Moreover, both 
foundations focus on generating buy-in among state-level officials in order spur action at the 
institution level. However, the foundations differ in important ways. With regards to the 
foundations’ state strategy, the Gates Foundation has developed an emphasis on its 10 “focus 
states” while Lumina Foundation is pursuing a nation-wide approach to its strategies of setting 
an attainment goal and developing aligned policies. Finally, while both foundation could be 
considered policy entrepreneurs, they differ in terms of how publicly they espouse their 
leadership role.  
How Foundations Perceive their Role of Leading a Higher Education Change Agenda 
The foundations work with states and state actors in different ways and to different 
extents. Lumina Foundation encourages state leaders to set policies that affect higher education 
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institutions. As President and CEO Jamie Merisotis explained to a meeting of the National 
Governors Association in 2011, “more than anyone else, you have the power to direct the state 
policy apparatus and propose policy, budget, and tax agendas” (Merisotis, 2011). Lumina 
Foundation’s overall theory of change is largely centered around encouraging state actors to set 
attainment goals, and then encourage institutional change via the adoption of policies like 
performance funding and the policies in the productivity agenda. On the other hand, while the 
Gates Foundation respondents discussed state policy advocacy and working with state 
policymakers to advance their agenda, the Gates Foundation rarely discussed advocating for 
specific policies or reforms.  
The foundation’s different theories of change reflect their different higher education 
reform strategies discussed in Chapter Four. The reforms discussed by the Gates Foundation 
respondents are often discrete solutions—such as redesigning advising, reforming developmental 
education, and promoting digital learning—that require institution-level changes, but with few 
exceptions, are not likely to be through state policy. In 2016, the Gates Foundation released its 
Postsecondary Success Advocacy Priorities, which focuses on policies like remediation, 
technology-enabled advising, digital learning, and transfer and articulation (Bill & Melinda 
Gates Foundation, 2016). However, the report does not focus on how the foundation is 
advocating for states to adopt specific policies around these solutions.  
In contrast, Lumina Foundation is focused on broad ideas—focusing on adult students, 
promoting competency-based education, and using performance funding—that are better suited 
to state policymaking because they still leave discretion to the institutions to determine how to 
implement the policies. Lumina Foundation released the Lumina State Policy Agenda 2017-
2020, which is a series of policy recommendations to state leaders regarding setting a state-wide 
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attainment goal, developing an “outcomes-based funding” model, and expand non-traditional 
pathways to degrees. As the report states, “All states are encouraged to consider and adopt this 
comprehensive agenda to build a better system for learning beyond high school” (2017, p. 2).  
The foundations also differ in terms of the number of states where they focus attention. 
As discussed, the Gates Foundation selected 10 “focus states” for its policy, advocacy, and 
programmatic work. Moreover, in requests for proposal or applications, the foundation 
frequently solicits proposals from a handful of states. For example, for the Completion by Design 
initiative, the foundation invited nine states, including Arizona, California, Florida, Georgia, 
New York, North Carolina, Ohio, Texas, and Washington. Similarly, for the recent Strong Start 
to Finish initiative (funded by Gates Foundation, Great Lake Higher Education Guaranty 
Corporation, and Kresge Foundation), the following 12 states were invited to submit proposals: 
California, Florida, Georgia, Illinois, Minnesota, New York, North Carolina, Ohio, Tennessee, 
Texas, Washington state and Wisconsin.  As can be seen, eight of those 12 states were also 
designated for the Completion by Design initiative. 
On the other hand, Lumina is developing a national portfolio, and frequently notes the 
number of states that have set attainment goals or have implemented performance funding 
policies. The breadth of Lumina’s state work may reflect its concern with being a “thought 
leader” while the Gates Foundation’s focus on a carefully selected group of states may reflect its 
interest in selecting states where it could have an impact on the greatest number of students.  
The Line between Lobbying and “Educating” 
 As private foundations, both foundations are prohibited from engaging in lobbying. 
However, respondents discussed ways in which the foundations engage with policymakers 
through educational activities, issue advocacy, building coalitions, and investing in organizations 
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that can more directly provide information on specific legislation to policymakers. This was a 
theme identified in recent research on funders in K-12 education, including the Gates Foundation 
(Tomkins-Stange, 2016). Tomkins-Stange describe how these four K-12 funders pursued various 
strategies for influencing policy while remaining on the right side of the legal line. For example, 
she described how the Gates Foundation would “walk right up to the line” but not to “ever cross 
it” (Tomkins-Stange, 2016, p. 41). Meanwhile, the Broad Foundation demonstrated a more 
aggressive posture towards policy influence and “hug[ging] the line” of what constitutes legal 
advocacy behavior by a 501(c)3 organization (Tomkins-Stange, 2016, p. 45).   
While this was not an explicit focus on this study, I did discuss the issue of lobbying with 
several respondents, which is closely tied to the foundation’s role in advocating for policy 
changes. Respondents from both foundations discussed the how the foundations observe the 
legal limits to the foundations’ ability to directly engage with policymakers about specific pieces 
of legislation, or lobby for legislation (Gates #1, 3, Lumina #6, 7, 8, 10). As one respondent 
explains, Lumina foundation “creates an environment” where the issues that the foundation is 
interested in are discussed:  
What we're doing is we're enhancing and supporting those organizations that can help 
create policy. It's not only on a state level, but also the federal level, although federal, as 
you well know, lobbying and things like that, we cannot do that….We need to be able to 
create an environment where those discussions can happen, whether it's state or federal, 
or even metro.  
 
Similarly, another respondent focused on how Lumina foundation builds coalitions and educates 
congressional staffers about the issues important to the foundation:  
…we can't lobby and we don't lobby. It's about making sure that our issues are being 
talked about and that there are good policy ideas out there for our policymakers….We 
can't support lobbying, but we can support advocacy. We can support things like coalition 
building as long as it's about ideas and not about legislation. We mentioned last year we 
ran a campaign on today's students where it was a advertising and social media campaign 
targeted at Capitol Hill staffers. It was educating about who today's students are…  
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Similarly, a respondent from the Gates foundation discussed the prohibition on lobbying, but 
also discussed the importance of building an infrastructure in a state:  
We can't lobby ourselves. We can't pay people to lobby, so we don't have a direct route 
in. Also, a lot of this work is longer term, so it requires being able to have an 
infrastructure in place. Just because you get a bill passed doesn't mean you're one and 
done, because a lot of times that bill can be messed up in the rule making process, or it 
can be rolled back, or it can be implemented poorly. You need a basic infrastructure. 
 
At the state level, the foundations support organizations to work directly with state 
policymakers to design legislation, offer technical assistance, and help states set attainment 
goals. For example, in a recent study on the origins of performance funding, Dougherty & Natow 
(2015) found that HCM Strategists Ohio as the state was developing its performance funding 
formulas in 2010. Other researchers have also showed the use of intermediary organizations to 
influence higher education policy (Gandara et al., 2015; E. C. Ness & Gandara, 2014; E. C. Ness 
et al., 2015). In addition to working with existing intermediary organizations, sometimes the 
foundation also creates new organizations (Dillon, 2011). For example, the foundations played a 
key role in launching Complete College America, which has played an important role is 
generating support for the Gates Foundation’s completion goal:  
We helped launch that organization [Complete College America] back in 2009. One of 
the first things they did was get states to become alliance members. To be an alliance 
member, the governor had to sign a letter or agreement that said, "We will set a goal and 
publish our completion rates, and we will get our institutions to publish their completion 
rates." That began to shift the conversation significantly.   
 
 As this discussion shows, the foundations are actively engaged in advocacy and 
education around the issues and solutions that they believe will improve completion or 
attainment rates. However, there is a blurry line between educating about policy needs and 
actively encouraging states and the federal government to adopt certain policies. Even when the 
foundations support other organizations to directly lobby and create policy, it is important to 
163 
recognize that the foundations are playing an important and not indirect role in policy 
development and adoption. Moreover, the claim to be educating policymakers about issues and 
promising policy solutions grows increasingly questionable with the foundations’ declining 
support of research organizations (C. Hall & Thomas, 2012) and growing support of policy and 
advocacy- and policy-oriented organizations (Dillon, 2011; Reckhow, 2013; Reckhow & Snyder, 
2014). 
  This chapter discussed how the foundations pursued their education agendas through 
partnerships with intermediary organizations, state actors, and in Lumina’s case, by increasing 
awareness of the issue of low completion rates among the public, and more importantly among 
policymakers. The next chapter will provide another perspective on the most important issues 
facing those concerned with the completion agenda and how foundations are working to reach 
their goals by focusing on how individuals working at intermediary organizations work with the 





Chapter 6: Intermediaries’ Assessment of the Foundations Theory of Change, the Role of 
Intermediary Organizations, and Critiques of the Foundations’ Higher Education Agendas 
Introduction 
The previous two chapters detailed how two foundations developed their higher 
education agendas and plans for improving the attainment or completion rates across the country. 
However, the foundations are typically a step removed from the work that is taking place on the 
ground and rely on a cohort of partner organizations to serve as intermediaries between the 
foundations and the field. For instance, foundations are not directly consulting with higher 
education institutions, providing technical assistance, or conducting research. Accordingly, 
intermediary organizations—and those who work for these organizations—provide another view 
on the postsecondary completion agenda. An intermediary organization can be an advocacy 
group, policy and research organization, a school management organization, teachers’ union, 
think tank, parent group, or a consulting organization, but are characterized by their position in a 
space between foundations, education institutions and policymakers as they coordinate action, 
gain buy-in, and provide technical assistance during implementation (DeBray et al., 2014; Scott 
& Jabbar, 2014).  
This chapter is based on interviews with 17 individuals at 14 different intermediary 
organizations, including policy, advocacy, research, and consulting organizations that are 
engaged in institution-level, state-based and national efforts to increase college completion. As 
both foundations discussed in Chapter Five, working with intermediary organizations is a 
primary way that they can reach higher education institutions and state policymakers. 
Intermediary organizations are also thought partners for the foundations, and work with them to 
identify problems and develop strategies. As such, they possess a unique perspective on how the 
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foundations make decisions about their education agendas, which they can then balance against 
their own perspective on the issues facing the college completion movement and what strategies 
are most promising.  
Below is a copy of the table summarizing the number of interviews I conducted at each 
intermediary organization (originally shown in Chapter 3). While this chapter does not analyze 
patterns of responses by type of intermediary organization, it is worth nothing that an 
individual’s position within different types of organizations likely affects their perception of the 
foundations’ strategy development process. Further, individuals at different types of 
organizations are likely involved in different aspects of strategy development. For example, 
researchers and consultants may be more engaged in problem identification and evaluation, 
while membership, policy, and advocacy organizations may be more involved in the adoption of 
strategies. This in turn may affect both their familiarity with how the foundations are utilizing 
information as part of their decision-making processes and their sense of how the field is reacting 
to the foundations’ ideas.  
 
Type of Intermediary Organization Total Interviews 
Consulting 4 
Membership 4 
Policy & Advocacy 7 
Research 2 
Total number of interviews 17 
Total number of organizations 14 
 
This chapter proceeds in four parts. Part one of this chapter reviews the intermediaries’ 
description of what they see as each foundation’s theory of action, including their perceptions of 
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what the foundations see as the role of intermediary organizations. The second part of the chapter 
discusses the intermediaries’ description of how they influence the foundations, and the third part 
explores the intermediaries’ critique of the foundations’ theory of action, including perceived 
limitations of each foundation’s approach to postsecondary reform, and overall challenges facing 
the reform movement. Finally, the chapter closes with a discussion of how the intermediary 
actors discuss their goals for the completion movement, the causes of low college completion, 
and their strategies for improvement.  
In many ways, the intermediary actors’ perceptions of the foundation’s agenda were 
closely aligned with the foundations’ description of their goals and strategies for higher 
education reform. However, the foundations and intermediaries identified different causes of low 
completion rates, and the intermediary actors raised questions about aspects of both foundations’ 
agenda, including the Gates Foundation’s preference for technology-based reforms, and Lumina 
Foundation’s focus on achieving Goal 2025.   
Intermediaries’ Understanding of the Foundations’ Higher Education Agendas 
The intermediaries’ perceptions of the foundations’ strategies for increasing college 
completion were largely in line with how the foundations described their higher education 
agendas. When discussing the Gates Foundation, intermediaries focused on the foundations’ 
interest in “solutions” and guided pathways reforms, and when discussing Lumina, the 
intermediaries focused on the foundation’s communication and awareness-raising efforts, as well 
as the emphasis on Goal 2025. It is of note that respondents focused on different elements of the 
foundations’ postsecondary agendas. For the Gates Foundation, the respondents focused on the 
tactics, or reforms, that the foundation is supporting in pursuit of higher rates of postsecondary 
attainment. However, when discussing Lumina Foundation, respondents focused less on tactics 
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pursued by the foundation, and more on the foundation’s theory of action including 
communication, raising awareness, and state policy (as described in Chapter Five). This focus on 
different elements of the foundations’ theories of change may be a reflection of the foundations’ 
priorities, reflected in their investments, or in how intermediary organizations are more or less 
involved in different parts of the foundations’ agendas.  
The Gates Foundation 
When discussing the Gates Foundation, intermediary actors believed that the foundation 
is primarily interested in tactics that can lead to institutional transformation-based tactics like 
guided pathways and technology-based reforms like e-advising and digital learning. These 
discussions about the intermediaries’ understanding of the foundation’s interests focused on what 
about these reforms they believe make the reforms attractive to the foundation. With regards to 
the foundation’s interest in guided pathways reforms, respondents focused on how guided 
pathways is intuitive:  
I think what made it [pathways] attractive to Gates, I think there's something elegant 
about it….You get people on a path….behavioral economics is telling you it sort of takes 
something that looks incoherent and messy and complicated because it is. If this were 
redesigned to not be messy and complicated, but it were redesigned with the student 
experience in mind, then you would be much more likely to succeed. I think there is a 
kind of an intuitive logic to that. 
 
Another point raised by the following respondent is that in addition to guided pathway being 
intuitive and reducing complexity (a point that both of these respondents made), is that it is 
replicable, and program officers can easily explain it to foundation leadership.  
I think for Gates, it is understandable…and is replicable….Are there systems that seem 
replicable and that they can understand and that they can explain to the higher ups. 
Simplicity matters so much when you are trying to sell these foundation on things 
because they are very complex systems. They all care about these numbers in the end, 
and by reducing the complexity of the solution, I think you get to give yourself a better 
chance of getting their investments. When you have a very simple goal with a very 
168 
complex system behind it, getting support for the strategy requires simplifying the 
challenge itself. I think pathways…does that.  
 
Respondents also focused on how guided pathways functions as an “umbrella” under 
which the foundation could organize its other solution areas. For example, the following 
intermediary actor explained that it created an opportunity to integrate the foundation’s 
technology-based reforms, including technology-mediated advising reforms (i.e. “iPASS” or 
“Integrated Planning and Advising for Student Success,” as described below) into a larger 
framework:  
It created an opportunity to introduce technology-mediated supports. The iPASS stuff? 
That made it particularly attractive to program officers, because they always feel they 
have to come up with how technology is going to be a component of the solution. The 
guided pathways creates lots of opportunities for that. 
 
 In addition to guided pathways, the other area that the respondents focused on was the 
foundation’s interest in technology-based solutions. In discussing technology reforms, 
respondents acknowledged that the origins of the foundation are clearly influential in 
determining the direction of the postsecondary strategy:  
The resources that were generated for that foundation were rooted in at the technology 
revolution in this country. It's easy to see while they would want to believe that 
technology can be a profound solution to the problems that they're trying to address.  
 
As I discuss in a later section on the intermediaries’ critiques of the foundations, the focus on 
technology is prominent. The following actor notes a level of self-awareness on the part of the 
program officers that they are incorporating technology solutions to fulfill the interests of the 
foundation’s co-chairs:  
Gates really does care about the equity, all lives have equal value stuff. That really does 
come through, but they also have some provincial interest, like the use of technology, a 
bias toward technocratic solutions. Those things influence their decision making, and 
the…program officers…they understand that, those preferences of the living donors, and 




In interviews about the intermediaries’ perspectives on Lumina Foundation, respondents 
noted that they felt less familiar with the foundation’s tactics or reforms, compared to the Gates 
Foundation. Accordingly, respondents focused on Lumina’s focus on communication with the 
field about the need to increase postsecondary attainment, policy, and a focus on achieving Goal 
2025. 
 First, the respondents who discussed the foundation’s focus on communication around 
the importance of college completion were well-aligned with the strategies discussed by 
foundation respondents in Chapter 5, which focused on raising awareness about the foundation’s 
goal and the need for increased attainment overall (Interviews #3, 4, 12). The following 
respondent explained Lumina’s focus on making a public case for the importance of increased 
attainment:  
This is an oversimplification, but they've really been focused on the messaging and the 
public persona, and the arguments to be made about why attainment is important. They've 
invested heavily in college access work, and really pushed all the access networks 
nationally to really focus not just on getting people in, but on attainment ... They have 
really focused on the public messaging, and it raised the stakes for the goal they set. I 
think they know that. 
 
 Second, intermediary respondents also discussed Lumina’s interest in working with state 
actors to develop and implement state higher education policies as a means of increasing higher 
education attainment (Interviews #1, 2, 4, 10, 12, 16). While these respondents did not always 
mention specific policies, they described Lumina’s focus on policy as the end goal, compared to 
Gates where policy was described as a means to an end (i.e. institutional transformation). One 
respondent explain that “Their strategy is more about mobilization and policy as end goals, as 
opposed to Gates where they see those things as inputs….Lumina would probably disagree with 
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what I just said, but from my vantage point, that's the distinction.” Another respondent explained 
the distinction between Lumina and Gates Foundation’s focus on policy:  
Well, Lumina tries to focus on policy. That's their main thing….They deeply care about 
equity and they think they're going to get at it through policy. The Gates people, on the 
other hand…they understand that you have to coordinate work in many different 
channels, to get the effects you want. Lumina is more uni-dimensional. Part of that could 
be their size, right? 
 
Similarly, a respondent from a national policy-focused organization discussed the 
foundation’s interest in having states adopt their policy priorities: “Lumina's policy interest...is, 
‘Here are our policy priorities, and we'd like to see every state do this. As you're talking to every 
state, can you talk to them about it?’”.  
Finally, more than half of intermediary informants’ response to the question of how they 
would describe Lumina’s strategy focused on the foundation’s Goal 2025 and increasing 
attainment (Interviews #1, 3, 4, 5, 7, 9, 11, 12, 15). As one respondent explained, the foundation 
is focused on the “production of degrees.” Lumina’s focus on increasing degree attainment—and 
the intermediaries’ critique of this strategy—is further discussed in this chapter. Along with 
critiques of the foundation’s focus, respondents also credited the foundation for its focus on 
equity in higher education as a driving force behind the need for increased completion 
(Interviews #2, 10):  
I would credit the foundations and Lumina in particular with putting a stake in the ground 
and saying, "We're going to have a conversation about equity and we're going to call BS 
on a lot of these other conversations," which is not to say that they don't, also, still talk 
plenty about the economy. There is a much deeper willingness now to also front-end 
conversations with an equity agenda…. I do know actually that back in 2010, 2011, 
Lumina commissioned some public opinion research that said that global economic 
competitiveness did not resonate with people. The average American, when they heard 
“global economic competitiveness” they kind of tuned out. They didn't hear anything 
compelling for them.  
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How Foundations View the Role of the Intermediaries  
From the perspective of the intermediary actors, the foundations rely on the intermediary 
organizations to perform multiple functions including providing proposals and ideas to the 
foundation, reaching a targeted audience to advance ideas about educate them about a topic, 
providing technical assistance, and collaborating on projects. To the first point, respondents 
stated that they believe the Gates Foundation expects their grantees to provide evidence-based 
proposals:  
I think that they rely on their grantees to put forward proposals that have some 
evidence….A program officer may take that, because internally they do have to have 
evidence for what they kind of recommend for investment. I think that they are definitely 
evidence-driven.  
 
As another respondent explained, the Gates Foundation is still figuring out how to form these 
partnerships with its grantees to benefit from the expertise of these partners:  
I think Gates is really wrestling with how they can form a better partnership with people 
they believe can help them realize their goals, help them realize their mission….Are there 
other models for working with their grantees so they actually get the creativity of the 
people they're relying on….how should we be interacting with this grantee in order to get 
the most out of their work? They're in a period of deep reflection.  
 
One respondent also noted that these interactions sometime occur at foundation-hosted 
convening meetings and as part of “listening tours”: 
There's a big convening function. It's not uncommon for them to host a big meeting 
where they bring in the people that are sort of anointed as the leaders in the field in the 
area. Then from there they probably get approached with six thousand funding ideas. 
They kind of whittle away at it until they decide how to make it happen, but I think 
convening is a big part of it. I have seen the foundations do listening tours where they are 
out, trying to visit with the grantees also. I think that's another big part of their strategy.  
 
Second, respondents stated that the foundations work with intermediary organizations 
with a constituency to educate a specific audience about an issue. As this respondent explains, 
depending on the issue and the intended audience, the foundation may choose to work with 
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national membership organizations like Education Commission of the States (ECS), or the 
National Conference of State Legislators (NCSL) or higher education associations in order to 
reach system or institution-level people:  
Yeah. I think there's probably a two-prong strategy it seems like. One is to work through 
organizations who have a membership or a constituency that consists of the types of 
people they're trying to get their information to, so ECS, NCSL, and then depending on 
what their issue is, maybe some of the higher ed associations if they're trying to get 
chancellors or presidents on a topic or whatever. I think they work through these 
intermediary groups to some extent.  
 
Third, the foundations work with intermediaries to provide technical assistance to state 
actors. One organization that this person mentions, HCM Strategists, has worked with a number 
of states, including Tennessee, Indiana and Ohio, to help the state agencies in those states (e.g. 
The Tennessee Higher Education Commission, the Indiana Commission for Higher Education, 
and Ohio Association of Community Colleges and the Ohio Board of Regents) develop 
performance- or outcomes-based funding formulas (Dougherty & Natow, 2015).  
I think the other thing that both foundations have done is started to say they're going to 
literally put staff on the ground, whether that's through HCM or direct consultants that 
they've hired themselves, they're putting people on the ground to do direct work with 
state. That's work that historically has maybe been done more through associations or 
groups, but now it's almost direct service providing provision, and they're making direct 
grants. Lumina makes not insignificant grants directly to state agencies, and so does 
Gates, and then provides technical support for that with consultants.  
 
Finally, per the intermediary organizations, the foundations have a preference that the 
partner organizations collaborate on initiatives and projects. The foundations’ belief in the 
importance of collaboration was a theme throughout the interviews. As discussed in Chapter 
Five, one of the strategies within the Gates Foundation theory of change is creating networks, 
including networks of intermediary organizations. These networks or partnerships have multiple 
benefits for the funder including the ability to hand off leadership of a project to a partner, and 
have that organization manage all subcontracts:  
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I do think they do, actually intentionally do that [set up collaborations]. First of all, it's 
easy for them. They don't have to make subcontracts that way. They want someone more 
in charge of managing that so they don't have to, in most cases Gates, certainly, I think is 
more commonly than Lumina, at least in my experience, does that more than Lumina 
does. I don't know if that's just random chance or very small sample size.  
 
As this respondent explains, as part of these collaborations, the Gates Foundation is interested in 
having organizations identify their roles and boundaries within the field of intermediaries: 
They [the Gates Foundation] want to see the intermediaries working to align their efforts 
so that they have clear handoffs, and they know no one of us can do all of it ourselves, 
and some of us have strengths in some areas and not in others, and that we should as a set 
of partners have a better appreciation for that, and a clarity and transparency about that. 
That's tough to do, because then you're basically saying, "I'm going to do this, but not 
that." 
 
Perceived Differences between the Foundations’ Higher Education Agendas 
 As several intermediary actors noted, a major focus of Lumina Foundation’s theory of 
change is affecting state policy. The foundation’s interest in developing and encouraging states 
to implement policy was apparent in interviews with foundation respondents, and was reinforced 
by the perceptions of intermediaries, and by foundation’s publications. While the Gates 
Foundation is also invested in affecting state policy, intermediary actors described their 
perceptions of how the two foundations view the usefulness of state policy in different ways.  
According to these respondents, Lumina Foundation views state policy way as the 
impetus for spurring change at the higher education campus or system level. The Gates 
Foundation, on the other hand, with its focus on institution-level tactics like developmental 
education reform and guided pathways, views policy as a way to support the adoption of those 
tactics, but it leads with the reforms and views policy as a supporting device. The following 
respondent explains how the Gates Foundation approaches higher education change by starting 
with institution-level reforms, and then designs policies to support the adoption of those specific 
institution-level reforms:  
174 
I would say for Gates….I think they certainly had interest in policy, a recognition that 
policy matters, in terms of supporting scaling of programs and programmatic reforms, but 
I also think a lot of the work that they do on the ground is much more institution-based, 
and reforming programs, and supporting things like pathways....For them, it's almost 
bottom-up, in terms of, "These are the reforms we think serve students well, and the 
programmatic reforms, and the delivery reforms, and the Pathways that serve students 
well. What are the policies and the policy levers that need to be adjusted to allow for the 
scaling of those programmatic or those institutional reforms?"  
 
In contrast, the perception among the intermediary actors is that Lumina Foundation leads with 
state policy, and expects that institution-level reforms will stem from those changes, but is less 
prescriptive in terms of what reforms it expects institutions to adopt:  
I think Lumina….I think they certainly have institutional efforts in place, but they are in 
many ways more focused on policy, and I think policy at a variety of levels…and then 
the state level policy, that the policy environment is what sets the stage and the 
expectations for institutions, and institutions will respond to that. They certainly do, I 
think, increasingly look at some of the innovation space. I think their institutional 
practices are more focused on innovation around institutions, in terms of competency-
based education, prior learning, those types of credentials, a broad view of credentials or 
recognizing learning wherever it happens, those types of institutional practices, but less 
on the programmatic delivery, where Gates has been more focused.  
 
How the Intermediaries Make the Case to the Foundations  
Discussions with the intermediary actors about their perceptions of the foundation’s 
strategies also included questions about how the intermediary actors work with the foundations 
to develop and influence their agendas. These discussions highlighted two themes. First, that the 
intermediary actors use a set of strategies to influence the foundations’ thinking about higher 
education reform possibilities, including data, evidence and storytelling, and second, that the 
foundations tend to rely on, and listen to, a relatively small subset of the intermediary actors and 
organizations.  
A common theme across the interviews was effectiveness of data or evidence to convince 
foundations of problems, as well as the effectiveness of potential of a reform or strategy direction 
(Interviews #1, 2, 3, 9, 13). As one respondent explained, intermediaries must ask themselves, 
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“what is the most compelling evidence about this solution?” While data and numbers can be used 
to call attention to problems, they are also useful part of telling a story and pushing for a policy 
or solutions (Stone, 2002). Stone also explains that the use of numbers can seem to simply a 
complex issue and “bolster the authority” of those doing the counting (Stone, 2002, p. 176). As 
one respondent noted, however, the strategy may depend on the program officer, and that to 
know how to proceed you have to get to know them and their background:  
The difficult part is that it varies by program officer, right? I think that is hard to predict 
until you get to know the program officer personally and you get to know what moves 
them. They are definitely, they all have something that triggers them. They found what 
their previous life was and what their experience was and philosophically what they think 
is important. Everybody comes to every job with their own biases.  
 To that end, respondents noted the importance of aligning ideas with the foundations’ 
known areas of interest. As one respondent explained, when making a case to the foundation, the 
information you’re presenting must be “accessible and contextualized.” The following 
intermediary actor explained how, given the foundation’s interest in technology-based solutions, 
it is useful to can help the foundation understand how technology can support other efforts: 
Gates's platform often defaults to technology because that's where they started. I think 
one of the things when you are working with Gates you have to try to help them see that 
while technology is going to be part of the approach that you design that's not the lead 
and it's not the causal factor. It's a facilitator. 
Another respondent focused on the importance of providing context, stories, and lessons 
learned about implementation of policies or strategies:  
Part of the work that we do…we are always working with the foundation with kind of 
imperfect information. We can very rarely tell them that X caused Y. I do think that they 
still value some of the contextual, and some of the capacity building lessons, and some of 
the on the ground stories, the documentation that we do are implementation, how 
something worked, the impact of a particular bill on the implementation of a particular 
strategy. We do that kind of work. We've been able to provide I think deep and rich 
contextual data around some of implementation issues, around some of the issues around 
the more popular completion models.  
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Finally, the following intermediary actor discussed how in a recent meeting with Gates 
staff, they were considering who to bring in to make a presentation to Bill Gates. As persuasion 
is not a value- or power-neutral process (Stone, 2002), this respondent notes that even within the 
foundation, they discussed several characteristics that make someone a compelling advocate 
including alignment between the individuals’ interest and the foundation, and perceived gravitas, 
and demand of an individual or organization:  
I think some of it is how well a person with knowledge and experience will fit with the 
dialog that a foundation wants to have and needs to have. I was in a meeting with Gates 
people recently thinking about who could attend a meeting with Bill Gates who would be 
a knowledgeable but also kind of smart communicator, someone who could be effective 
with that highest-level audience. Some of it is expertise, but some of it is kind of gravitas 
and presentation capability, kind of top executive-level experience of working with top 
governors or high-level people and having a track-record of success doing so, sounding 
good at conferences, publishing things under their own name, being a go-to source for the 
field. Are they in market demand? Having new ideas and data to justify the ideas, data 
matters a lot. Some of it's just a relationship network, referrals, meeting people. 
These respondents all discussed examples of how the intermediaries can make a case or 
influence the foundation to pursue one direction or another. Whether the process involved 
storytelling or more qualitative information, the intermediaries are conscious that they need to 
persuade the foundation, or foundation staffers, or their case (Stone, 2002). Moreover, as Stone 
explains, information and facts are gathered and presented by self-interested organizations 
(2002). As discussed in greater detail in the next section, the intermediary organizations are 
sometimes in competition with each other – for resources and to sell their vision of higher 
education reform: 
…it's competitive. You have to have a strong rationale. People ask some very hard 
questions. You have to have a strong rationale to get your investments, kind of push them 
and get them accepted through the various gates that you have to go through basically to 
get support to make the investment. 
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However, not every respondent agreed that providing the foundation with responding to 
the evidence and making data-driven decisions. Rather, as this respondent explains, the 
foundation often relies on “ideas and relationship and not results”:  
The one thing that they don't look at that they really ought to is one, is the evidence that 
something substantial has happened in the higher education in a state that has quantitative 
results attached to it. I think that they rely on ideas and relationships and not 
results…What has in fact happened in Texas in terms of results for students that leads 
them to believe that Texas is a good investment? The flip side of it is there is a history in 
California of good things having come from higher ed. Maybe not in recent years, but in 
the not too distant past with a master plan…They run away from California. It's too 
messy.  
 
Finally, as mentioned at the beginning of this section, one respondent who discussed the 
value of using evidence and storytelling to make the case to the foundations also noted that the 
most important factor in influencing the foundation is the relationship between the intermediary 
actors and foundation staff:  
I think that it cannot be diminished how much of this is about people and relationships 
and not necessarily about philosophical stuff and foundation priorities. This is really all a 
human endeavor and when it comes down to it, it's based on human interactions in 
relationships and priorities and what people see as priority and implementation and where 
they feel like they can report successes, both internally and externally. I think it's gotten 
better….I think that that is more about people and personalities than it is about the 
foundation. I think the meetings with the foundation staff now are more thoughtful and 
respectful and more action-oriented and targeted. I think that's about people.  
 
As a respondent noted in a previous section, the foundation does not listen to all 
intermediaries equally. Respondents noted several organizations that have had a larger influence 
on the foundations’ thinking about higher education reform including the Community College 
Research Center, the Aspen Institute, Anthony Carnevale of the Georgetown Center for 
Education and the Workforce, Complete College America, and Kay McClenney of the American 
Association of Community Colleges. As one respondent explained: “It can be a kind of closed 
bubble. I think we've seen that with the technical assistance providers, some of whom we've seen 
178 
at the same events over many years, and they're good. They're really good, but it's a small kind of 
cast of characters in the scheme of things.” Another respondent addressed this issue as well: 
I think that they [Gates] are more open than they have ever been to listening to people in 
the field and digesting their input and using that as they make…funding decisions, when 
they make decisions about who should collaborate and who they fund jointly, and what 
the roles and responsibilities of institutions and intermediaries are. That is also very new, 
so I do think that they are listening to the field. They don't listen to everybody equally, 
but that's any organizational culture, right? They trust some people more than they trust 
others….Globally, I do think Gates is become much more collaborative and much more 
interested in what the practitioners and the implementers and the intermediaries say about 
the work.  
Critique of the Foundations’ Higher Education Agendas 
While the preceding parts of this chapter discussed the intermediary actors’ 
understanding of the foundations’ theory of change, and how they influence the foundations, this 
section will review the intermediaries’ critiques of aspects of the foundations’ theory of change. 
This section focuses on the intermediaries’ main critiques of each foundation’s strategy, 
specifically, the Gates Foundation’s focus on technology and Lumina’s focus on Goal 2025, as 
well as some general critiques of both foundations’ approach to higher education reform. Finally, 
this section will highlight the challenges they see in the foundations’ focus on collaboration 
between partner organizations.   
Gates Foundation’s Focus on Technology Solutions 
For the Gates Foundation, respondents mentioned the “living donor” issue, which from 
their perspective, results in the focus on technology-based solutions (Interviews #2, 5, 7, 9, 10, 
15).  
Gates has, whether this is a problem or a feature, they have the living donor issue. The 
donor is alive and he and his wife are now only doing this. They've got someone who 
comes from running a software company, a technology company, and is trying to apply 
some of that mindset in the philanthropy world. 
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Another respondent explained that the skepticism stems from a lack of evidence that coursewear 
will improve outcomes:  
…I have a lot of skepticism about the emphasis that Gates puts on technology and 
technology-enhanced coursewear. Again, unless I'm just missing a whole lot of research, 
I have not seen the evidence that suggests to me that that should be a core prong.  
 
Despite critiques of the foundation’s interest in technology-based solutions, one intermediary 
respondent noted how many higher education institutions are interested in technology solutions, 
perhaps more so than individuals within the intermediary organizations themselves.  
I can't speak to where it comes from, but I think there's a very easy knee-jerk reaction for 
people to say, "That's because Bill Gates is Bill Gates." Right? Of course he's going to 
believe in technology and for the rest of us, it's kind of his way or the highway. The work 
that I spend most of my time on, the work that I am much more invested in, has nothing 
to do with technology solutions….To me, that's not where it's at….what shocked me, to 
be honest, is how much the institutions buy into it. I mean the institutions are doing it….I 
feel like the institutions value it, perhaps more than the reform community. 
 
The final comment by the previous respondent about how higher education institutions 
may value technology reforms more than the intermediary reform community is worth noting 
because it shows a shared interest between the foundation and the institutions that is perhaps not 
as widely shared by the intermediaries. This raises questions about why higher education 
institutions may be more supportive of technology base reforms than the intermediary actors 
interviewed for this study, especially given the mixed research findings on the impacts of 
reforms like digital learning, MOOCS, and online education (Pheatt, 2017; Xu & Jaggars, 2014).  
Lumina Foundation’s Focus on Goal 2025 
In discussing Lumina Foundation, respondents expressed both admiration and concerns 
about the foundation’s focus on its goal. On the positive side, respondents noted that the 
foundation holds itself accountable to a goal that they know will be difficult to achieve: 
It [Goal 2025) is the driving force at Lumina. They hold themselves very accountable. It's 
impressive. I think it's good. They set this out and they know it's a near-impossible 
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dream, but they're willing to push hard and keep trying and trying. I have to give them 
credit for that. I think somebody's got to reach high and they're the ones willing to do it.  
Another respondent also discussed the benefits of the attainment goal, which as this individual 
explained, helped to “bring people along on completion”:  
The good thing they gave us was the attainment goal, and this kind of bar should be held 
out there….I think they really have helped on the big goal to bring people along on 
completion, except that they would argue that it's attainment not a completion. Then, 
attainment is much harder to do….That attainments always harder to do than a 
completion strategy, but it's still pointing in the right direction.  
However, respondents also noted the downsides of focusing on attainment. They expressed 
concern that the focus has resulted in disconnected strategies or reforms. This first respondent 
explains that the foundation has changed what it counts as a completion, and funds a “hodge 
podge” of strategies to reach their goal:  
The completions have morphed. Initially they didn't count certain things. Now they're 
counting things when they see that they couldn't get to their goal. To me they're more 
focused on that, and I don't see them focused as much on where is their ... I guess that 
they have funded some of the guided pathways work the CCA does, but in my mind 
they're so stuck on ... They put themselves out there for that number, and I find that they 
fund us to kind of a hodge podge of things to get to that number… 
 
Another intermediary actor also pointed to the potential problem of focusing on reaching the 
Goal, again citing the potential unintended impacts of some strategies, like reverse transfer:  
On the one hand, I admire their focus. On the other hand, I'm not sure it's the most 
productive focus that they have. I worry...They need 36 million degrees, and 9 million are 
going to come from reverse transfer. I don't get it. I just don't get it. I don't understand 
when you say degrees of value, and then you just count degrees, and every one of them 
seems to have equal value. I'm just not sure that we're driving the industry in the right 
direction. We're driving them towards counting beans, and I have to believe that the 
majority, that the degrees that will be delivered with that pressure ... First of all, we're not 
making great progress according to the national data, and secondly ... The fact that I think 
we may be regressing. I think if you take out some of the win-win degrees, the reverse 
transfer degrees, we may actually be lowering the percentage. I have skepticism about the 
value of those degrees. Even without the reverse transfer degrees, it's not clear to me that 
what we're driving people to produce are the degrees of value. Anyway, I think they're 
counting numbers.  
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Similarly, another respondent talked about the lack of “signature initiative” from the Lumina 
Foundation, but the focus on Goal 2025, explicitly comparing it to the Gates Foundation’s 
initiatives like Completion by Design:  
Jamie Merisotis makes the rounds presenting building support for the…2025 goals. I 
think that he believes that a lot of their work is communications on completion. I don't 
see signature initiatives from them. For example, the Completion by Design was a 
signature investment from the [Gates] Foundation, right?  
 
The Challenges of Higher Education Reform  
In addition to the specific critiques of each foundation discussed above, respondents also 
focused more generally on what they see as the foundations’ underappreciation or lack of 
recognition of for some of the challenges of higher education reform. These include impatience 
for results, a tendency at the to compare education reform to other work in other areas (like 
healthcare), and challenges stemming from the capacity (or lack thereof) of higher education 
institutions to respond to new demands.  
To the first point, several respondents expressed frustrations that within the foundations, 
there is a lack of understanding for how long it takes to implement education reforms and see 
any impact. The first respondent posits that at the Gates Foundation, the impatience stems from 
the co-founders’ background in technology and creating discrete products, and wanting to apply 
the same sort of framework to education reform: 
[There’s] a lack of knowledge about how long reform takes. I think that you've got 
somebody who made products, so products are discrete things. You know what they look 
like. You know what they cost. You know their production schedule….Why wouldn't 
they approach their philanthropy like that?....These are not widgets. This is not Microsoft. 
It's going to take time.  
 
Another respondent explained that the lack of patience is at least in part due to the pressure that 
comes from having set ambitious goals and wanting to see progress towards those goals. This 
individual also explains that the pressure occurs at multiple levels within the foundation, 
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including on the program officers who feel pressure to show that they made good investments 
and are advancing the foundation’s priorities:  
There's not a lot of patience, so some of the challenge here is if you're funding multi-year 
initiatives, you have to let those things run through, but that takes both organizational and 
personal patience. I think, when you set goals and you have a sense that you have some 
early data about what might work and you have a whole lot of money, I think you think 
it's easy to make that adjustment, but…we're talking about large, systemic, social change, 
and that's hard to do. I don't think that there's the long-term view that is always the first 
view that foundations take because they are under pressure to demonstrate results. A 
program officer is under pressure to demonstrate that the grants that they've chosen to 
make have demonstrated results and advance the foundation's strategic priorities. Their 
reward structures based off of that, so there's just a lot of pressure to make that work.  
 
Another respondent explains that the changes that foundations expect institutions to make are 
difficult given the limited resources of the institutions. This respondent notes that the 
foundations’ focus is on institutional change, and not on findings new revenue streams for 
institutions, which may in turn, help them to respond:   
One of the frustrating parts about this is the limitations of human capital in states to think 
about and execute these types of things and the fact that we're in a revenue-neutral, at 
best, environment but, at the same time, pushing the attainment agenda that is impossible 
to do without significant new infusions of dollars, and we don't spend any time actually 
figuring out how to get new dollars into a system. We just keep coming up with ideas that 
either cost a bunch of money that nobody is going to have or are pretending you can 
wring efficiencies out of the current system in such a way to get scale. I think we're 
missing some of those critical ... I sometimes think we should all spend our time going 
into tax policy…Performance-based funding is a great example. There's challenges at the 
state level to implement and to find a formula that doesn't create perverse incentives. 
There's challenges at the institution level to have the capacity to respond to that. There's 
not enough patience for institutions to change course in mid budget stream. It doesn't line 
up the way budgets are set. 
 
Finally, respondents mentioned the challenges of scaling reforms in education, and the 
expectation that changing higher education could compare to healthcare reforms:  
Personalities of foundations are interesting, and I do think that because Gates is so large 
and in so many other issue areas, there may be a little more formulaic approach in 
thinking here that maybe works in healthcare that maybe hasn't worked as well in 
education for them, both K-12 and higher ed, that you identify a disease or condition, you 
fund different trial approaches, you find the one that works, and then you develop that at 
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scale and get it to that population. That maybe works in identifying ways to treat malaria 
because malaria manifests itself in a human regardless of where they are in the globe and 
regardless of their social conditions. That's not quite true for the use of technology in a 
classroom, so I think that they've struggled to take things to scale, quite frankly, because I 
think it's really hard to take things to scale in education. I think there's a little bit of 
mismatch just from my vantage point to do that, whereas that foundation is anchored in 
some other areas where I think that approach actually probably is highly successful.  
 
Despite these challenges, one respondent noted that this may be improving, and that some newer 
program officers at the Gates Foundation are more understanding about how long it can take to 
show “impact”: 
It is not with all of them which I think that the newer program officers that are being 
brought in are more open and amenable to having conversations about how long it takes 
to implement, how long it takes to have a true impact on completion numbers and 
thoughtful conversations about how else you can measure impact in the interim. That is 
really not something that you could do three or four years ago.  
 
Collaboration between Partner Organizations 
As discussed earlier in this chapter, the intermediary actors believe that the foundations 
see collaboration among the partner organizations as a key part of their theory of change: “I think 
that the foundations would like those of us in the field to collaborate far more than we do….I 
don't feel any need to compete with anybody. There's plenty of work.” 
As the following respondent noted, however, there are different perspectives on 
collaboration with the funders believing that their grantees want to collaborate, and the 
intermediary actors believing that the funders want them to collaborate:   
There is competition for limited amount of grant funding. It's an awkward dynamic that 
non-profits are finding themselves in with kind of forced collaboration. I think that the 
depths of the desire to collaborate among the national partners is not as great as the 
funders want to believe. I think some are more interested in others, but some would be 
just delighted to compare notes lately, but not be working arm in arm….especially with 
the Gates foundation, the foundation will say, "We're hearing from these non-profits. 
They really want to work together." The reality is the non-profits feel like, "The Gates 
Foundation told us we need to work together."   
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Setting aside the reasons why partner organization are collaborating, respondents noted 
several barriers to successful collaboration between intermediary organizations. First, 
respondents noted that competition between organizations is a factor. As one respondent 
explained, despite good intentions, organizations are concerned about their own organization’s 
interests, and about limited philanthropic resources: “I think that we are all mission-driven 
organizations. I think everybody has the best of intent in mind….[but] there's competition, 
because there's perceived limitations on resources.” The following intermediary actor also noted 
the competition between organizations and the need to differentiate their organization from 
another:  
I think there's that issue, genuinely. I think there's the brand identity. Part of how you 
differentiate yourself to be worthy of funding is to differentiate yourself and show 
yourself worthy for funding. If you're all in the same sandbox together all the time, it's 
like, "Should we just have one big organization?" I think there is competition. 
 
When asked about what causes competition between organizations, the other respondents also 
cited funding as the primary source of stress for intermediary organizations, but that status 
among intermediary organizations is a secondary driver of competition:  
I think it's funding first and foremost. I think that it stems from genuine fear for those 
people who are in charge of keeping a group of people employed in a non-profit. That is a 
very stressful ...You don't want to be the person that ends up with a bunch of unemployed 
personnel and so, I think that the funding is a huge driver, and the biggest, but I think that 
ego comes in second.  
 
Another barrier is concern about who is included in projects, and the perception that 
some organizations are more likely to be included for a variety of reasons that may not have to 
do with which organization is doing the best work: 
I think Gates chooses who's involved, but it's always still feels like the usual suspects, 
unfortunately. I think it's something that they recognize and would like to do better at, but 
it just always ends up being the usual suspects….I think some of it is just the way our 
society works. Who asserts themselves the most, who has the most resources and can 
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physically be at meetings and keep showing their face. Unfortunately, I think that human 
nature becomes a big part of that. 
 
Intermediaries Perspectives on College Completion 
This final section responds to the intermediaries’ critiques of the foundations’ theories of 
change, with a discussion of what they see as the goals for the completion movement, the causes 
of low completion, and the promising strategies, reforms, or policies to address these obstacles.  
Intermediary Goals for Higher Education Reform 
 Nearly every respondent shared that their ultimate reason for being involved in this work 
is to improve educational and life outcomes for less-advantaged and underrepresented students 
(Interviews #2, 3, 5, 7, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16). As one respondent explained, “I think that 
there's a shared impatience about the pace of change….I think that everyone would say, "Look, 
we're equity focused, we want big change. We want change for all the right reasons." Another 
respondent explained that this work goes beyond higher education reform and is focused on 
dismantling unfair social structures and systems: 
The work that we're doing has an impact on the less-served population that structures, 
and systems have…built over time that disadvantage those populations. We are all trying 
to work to dismantle the structure. So, I think first and foremost, everybody in the game 
is focused on social justice and creating educational opportunity for those who would not 
have educational opportunities or would not be as successful in education otherwise. I 
think that that clearly runs through every person in the intermediary space that works on 
this work.  
 
The following respondent also explained that the goal is increase higher education attainment, 
which will ultimately lead to a reduction in systematic inequities through economic, work, and 
social benefits:  
I think that the big ideal goal is that it reduces inequities and long ingrained inequities 
systemic across populations. Increasing completions, increasing attainments, in 
particular, requires expanded access and service and success with underserved student 
populations. Then the reason for that is multi-tiered. Certainly, there's an economic and 
workforce benefit, but there's also a much longer term societal benefit, in terms of the 
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opportunities that education and increased education provides to erasing systematic 
inequities. I think that kind of bigger picture one is obviously the ultimate focus of our 
work… 
 
Causes of Low College Completion 
 Like the protocol used to interview the foundation officials, the first question asked of the 
people within the intermediary organizations was about what they see as the main causes of low 
rates of college completion. Responses to this question fell into three categories, including 
causes that are systemic issues across higher education, institution-level issues that focus on why 
current institutional-level reforms have not worked, and institutions’ lack of adequate student 
support, and student-level issues that includes the area of student affordability and financial 
stability. These are summarized in the table below.  
Table 8. Causes of Low Rates of College Completion 
 
Causes Number of Respondents 
Systemic Issues  
     Equity gaps 4 
     Misaligned incentives 2 
Institutional Issues  
     Institutional barriers 3 
     Lack of data/understanding about student progression 3 
     Lack of scale/Narrowly focused reforms 3 
     Inadequate student supports 2 
Student Issues  
     Affordability/Finance 4 
     Other student Issues 3 
 
Systemic issues. Respondents mentioned two systemic issues that are causing low rates 
of college attainment, including institutional-incentives that do not support completion 
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(Interviews #7, 12), and equity gaps in postsecondary completion (Interviews #2, 5, 9, 10). As 
this intermediary actor explains, the problem with the incentive structures for higher education at 
the state and federal-level is that they do not match how students experience higher education. 
That is, most students attend more than one higher education institution to complete a degree, but 
institutions are typically funded for how many students pass through their institution: 
…all of our policies at the state and federal level, all of them are aligned to single 
institutional types or single institutions. You get money if you enroll a student. Now you 
get your money if you enroll a student and you graduate them or they progress. 
Everything we do, all the funding mechanisms, all the accountability mechanism, all the 
grants that are offered and all of the Pell money in essence flows through a single 
institution at a time, and yet students don't experience higher education that way. They go 
to multiple institutions for single degrees.  
 
The second systemic issue is one of equity gaps as one respondent explained: “the equity gap is 
not budging, and we have to do something pretty dramatic about the equity gap…. There is just 
such a deep level of inequality, inequity, and inability to actually realize social mobility, so that 
really is the core driver of our work.”  
Institution-level causes. Respondent also mentioned a number of institution-level issues, 
including general institutional barriers to completion, a lack of data or understanding about 
student progression, a lack of scale and/or narrowly focused reforms that target one aspect of the 
student experience, and inadequate student supports.  
Three respondents discussed the issue of a lack of scale or narrowly focused reforms as a 
primary issue contributing to the low rates of college completion (Interviews #3, 9, 11). While 
this issue is not a root cause of why completion rates are low, it is a cause of why the past decade 
or more of higher education reform has not resulted in improved completion, as discussed in 
recent research on higher education, and community colleges in particular (Bailey, Jaggars, & 
Jenkins, 2015; Rosembaum, Ahearn, & Rosenbaum, 2017):  
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I think the problem that I think that we are all most focused on today is the problem of 
scale. I think that we have pretty good evidence that pilots don't work. That's pretty much 
what everybody has been doing. The big problem is trying to do something that works 
and do it at scale. I think that that's the primary problem….I think that one of the biggest 
problems that create barriers to scaling effective reforms is that typically the reform is 
very narrowly focused. It is typically a reform on whether it's an intake process or an 
assessment, someone hasn't revised their placement and assessment systems, or someone 
is now implementing a corequisite model, or someone has a student success course. It's 
typically not comprehensive….For example, most community college interventions are 
squarely focused on what happens when a student maybe enters an institution, so huge 
factors like the students ability to get to that institution or the student's responsibilities 
outside of their studies, not that it's ever factored into some of the reforms were seeing. I 
think that it contributes to kind of why we seldom see the results that we want to see. 
 
Another related issue is one of inadequate student supports in higher education 
(Interviews #6, 15). Referring to more open or broad access institutions, one respondent 
explained: “In terms of most two-year degrees and broad access four-year degrees, it's kind of up 
to students to find their own way.” A second intermediary actor also addressed the lack of 
support, but explained that institutions need to support students outside of the classroom, 
referring to how their life circumstances can also address academic performance and need 
attention: 
I think that higher ed, the history of higher ed, it's never been set up to support all types 
of students. It's been set up to support specific types of students, which are generally 
more privileged, full time, have a certain life condition, like life circumstances. That's 
who they've historically been set up to support. I think that why we aren't seeing the 
completion, like, some of those root causes really come back to, we're not designing the 
structures and the process and the policies of the institution to support the needs of a 
more diverse kind of student population. That includes, for me, it's really about that these 
students come as like, whole people. They don't just come as like a brain that sits in a 
classroom, and so we have to figure out how to support kind of all of their needs and life 
circumstance that have an impact on their ability to really be successful.  
  
Finally, three respondents stated that an obstacle to low college completion is a lack of adequate 
data and understanding of student progression through an institution (Interviews #1, 9, 12). 
Although this is a barrier to increasing student completion, it is more of a barrier to the other 
issues respondents addressed since without good data on students, it is impossible to know how 
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reforms are impacting students and which students need what types of support. As one 
respondent stated, the “greater emphasis on the use of data and really fully understanding the 
nature of the problem”, though it is not really a cause of the problem.  
Student-focused issues. Finally, respondents discussed student-level issues. These issues 
are not the students’ fault, in the same ways that some of the previously discussed issues 
institution-level could for instance, be interpreted as a problem with the institution. Rather, these 
are issues that are most likely to cause students to leave higher education. For example, the issue 
of affordability and student financial stability was mentioned by four intermediary actors 
(Interviews #1, 5, 14, 16). The issue here is two-fold. One that higher education is increasingly 
unaffordable due to rising tuition, and two that students face other outside of school financial 
issues that then affect their ability to persist in higher education, as described by the following 
intermediary actor: 
…community colleges and broad access and four years and two years need to do a better 
job of connecting students to available public benefits and resources, and rethinking not 
only financial aid packages, but the suite of things that go around it like emergency 
assistance. Legal support, child care, nutrition, food banks, transportation. All the things 
that set the table for students to be successful that many of them don't have.  
 
 Chapter Four discussed how the foundation respondents viewed the obstacles to college 
completion, and going back to their responses, there is some overlap between the issues they 
discussed and those discussed by the intermediaries, but also some differences. Recall that the 
Gates Foundation respondents focused on the existence of points along a students’ path where 
they are most likely to drop out of higher education, while Lumina Foundation respondents 
discussed systemic issues such as incentives for institutions to focus on enrollment over 
completion, and affordability. A main difference then with the Gates Foundation is that the 
intermediary actors who discussed issues like the inadequate student support and student 
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financial issues are discussing issues that cause the student loss points, like a lack of adequate 
support for students, and student financial issues.  
There are also similarities between Lumina Foundation and the intermediaries’ responses, 
notably around affordability and the issue of a whether institutions are incentivized to focus on 
enrollment or completion. It is this question of incentives that has led many states to develop 
some sort of performance-based funding system, in which at least some part of an institution’s 
state allocation is determined by how many students they can graduate within a certain 
timeframe (usually two years for community colleges, and four years for universities). As 
discussed in the previous chapter, Lumina Foundation has recommended that states develop 
performance funding systems, which would ostensibly address this issue by more closely 
aligning institutional funding with the completion agenda.  
Strategies to Address the College Completion Challenges 
 To address many of these issues or barriers to higher levels of college completion, many 
respondents described reforms that would transform institutions, were comprehensive and would 
address structural problems in institutions (Interviews #1, 2, 3, 5, 7, 9, 12, 15, 16). Respondent 
explicitly made the connection between these reforms and the causes of low rates of completion 
discussed in the previous section, that is, to increase college completion, reforms cannot be 
implemented for some, but not all students. As this respondent explains, this strategy represents a 
rebuilding of higher education institutions: 
I do think that now there is a fundamental belief across organizations that reforms around 
Pathways, whatever you want to call it, that kind of transformative reform is the thing 
that is going to move the needle for all students. It can no longer be targeted, it can no 
longer be sub-population, it can no longer be done with small scale and it can no longer 
be done on the academic side or on the student service side. It is a rebuilding, a 
rethinking of organizations and I think that that is also something that the intermediaries 
have come to a very strong and central consensus around. 
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Another respondent echoed the need for large-scale reform based on prior work that had not 
improved outcomes:  
I think we all in the field…came to a very strong realization that we had to ... It was go 
big, or go home time. No more small stuff. It just doesn't make sense. This was big. This 
was about looking under every rock….We've got to do everything because we've been 
doing little things and we've got nothing to show for it. (Int. 2) 
 
Another common description of the need for guided pathways reforms stems from the need to 
change how people in institutions work with and support students and help them move through 
higher education institutions:  
Yeah. I think part of it is the focus itself on being more intentional around how we 
support students…we've got to do something disruptive that really changes how people 
do their work on a daily basis and how they work with students and the way that we kind 
of move students through the process, and so that's what I think why there's potential with 
this work.  
 
As with the previous respondents, this intermediary actor focused on the need to address 
structural challenges, and to “reconfigure” the system:  
I think that early on there was a lot of traction for ideas and strategies that didn't actually 
address the direct structural challenges of delivering support and educating students. I 
think there was a lot in terms of structural changes or practices that were about re-
figuring the system around increasing the numbers of students who had credentials or 
finding new and very different ways outside the traditional structures for students to get 
credentials. It's not a way to actually improve the system. The fact that they lost the 
students in the first place should be what they're focusing on, not in how you're 
retroactively trying to give them something after the fact…..I think that now, I believe 
there has been sort of a comeback, sort of the fundamental enterprise of how do we meet 
the needs of students and actually serve them better and change ways so that when they 
actually show up on our campuses we're actually meeting their needs. It's actually trying 
to figure out a way to refigure the system. I think the movement around guided pathways 
is a perfect example of that. We need to have a very different way of supporting our 
students when they come on campus and creating much more structure around the 
enterprise of actually meeting the needs of students and fundamentally changing our 
practices whether that's in the classroom or student support services or financial aid or 




 This chapter explored the intermediary actors’ perceptions of the foundation’s higher 
education agenda and their critiques, a discussion of how the intermediary actors influence the 
foundations, and finally, a review of their beliefs about the obstacles to college completion and 
the best strategies to achieve increased completion. As the intermediary actors noted in the 
section on collaboration, each organization has its own interests, strengths, and relationships with 
funders. However, the organizations share several attributes, including a nearly unanimous focus 
on improving access and success in college for underrepresented students, including students of 
color and low-income students, a belief that reforms that address the structure of higher 
education institutions, will help more students complete higher education. However, as one 
respondent noted, and as I discuss in greater detail in the next (and final) chapter, questions 
remain about whether the strategies discusses by the intermediaries and by the foundations can 
address the types of systematic inequalities that exist in this country:   
I think that the big ideal goal is that it reduces equities and long ingrained inequities 
systemic across populations. Increasing completions, increasing attainments, in 
particular, requires expanded access and service and success with underserved student 
populations….I think that kind of bigger picture is obviously the ultimate focus of our 
work, and then recognizing that there's steps along that way, or intermediate outcomes 
that you're looking for to achieve that ideal. Also, I think a recognition that completion 
and education, increased completion, increased education is one piece, and it's an 
important piece, and it needs to be a focus of our policies and of state policies, but there's 
also other things that perpetuate the inequities, and just continuing to hammer on the 
completion from the point of higher ed isn't enough, but that's the space we own or the 
space that we engage in. It's not a rose-colored glasses look that, "Oh, if we just solve this 
higher ed completion issue, all issues will be solved." But it is recognition of where we fit 
in that broader spectrum of the challenges. 
 
In the following chapter, I will challenge some of the underlying assumptions of the completion 




Chapter 7: Discussion of Policy, Practice, and Research Implications for the Completion Agenda 
Introduction 
Over the last ten years, the college completion agenda has gained prominence across a 
wide range of individual stakeholders and organizations. Several philanthropic foundations are at 
the forefront of the completion agenda including the Gates, Lumina, Kresge, Joyce and others. 
Foundations fund state-based and nationwide college completion initiatives, focus significant 
resources to fund the adoption, implementation, and evaluation of new education reforms and as 
such, their grant making is affecting both the nature and direction of education reform in higher 
education.  
Despite their prominence, there are several gaps in the literature on foundations’ 
involvement in higher education reform. First, the current literature focuses heavily on 
foundations’ involvement in primary and secondary education and gives much less attention to 
their involvement in higher education. Second, there are few theoretically informed analyses of 
the decision-making processes that occur within foundations as they develop their education 
agendas. Foundations invest significant resources in education reform, and yet, it is unclear how 
they determine how and where to direct these resources and attention.  
This dissertation directly addresses these gaps by studying how the two largest 
foundations investing in higher education reform develop their education agendas. Specifically, 
this research draws on interviews with current and former program officers at the Gates and 
Lumina Foundations to examine how they developed their goals for higher education reform, 
what they see as the causes of low rates of higher education completion (or attainment), how 
they develop strategies to address those causes, and how they interact with governmental actors, 
intermediary organizations, and higher education institutions to foster the implementation of 
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these strategies. In addition to interviews with respondents from the foundations, this study 
included interviews with actors at a host of intermediary organizations, including policy, 
advocacy, and research organizations, higher education consultants, and state and college 
membership organizations, to understand their completion objectives, their understanding of the 
foundations’ higher education agendas, and where they align and diverge from the foundations’ 
strategies. 
As the completion agenda closes in on a decade of work, the findings from this research 
have policy and practice implications for the future direction of the movement, as well as 
implications for future research on foundations and their interactions with other actors within the 
higher education policy subsystem. Practically, this study will help to inform those in the higher 
education field about how foundations develop their agendas, including what factors and 
information influence their decision-making processes, and their theory of change for higher 
education reform. Moreover, this study identifies ways that the foundations could strengthen 
their higher education agendas, including strengthening their identification of the root causes of 
current low rates of college completion and ensuring that students are learning the right skills 
that align with the chosen career field. Finally, this study lays the groundwork for future research 
on foundations, including how policymakers assess the impact of the foundations’ agendas on 
state policymaking, and how other foundations in higher education develop their higher 
education agendas, and how they interact with the Gates and Lumina Foundations.  
This chapter will proceed as follows: First, I will review the key findings around the 
components of the foundations’ higher education agendas, including their goals, views about the 
causes of low completion rates, reform strategies, and how they engage with the field to 
implement these ideas. Next, I return to the theoretical framework presented in Chapter Two to 
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analyze how well the theories of policy change fit the policymaking processes that occur within 
the foundations and between foundations and other higher education actors. Third, drawing on 
research and theoretical frameworks around the social and economic returns of higher education, 
I will consider how a different interpretation of the issue of higher education completion, its 
causes, and strategies for completion could result in a higher education reform movement that 
would look a little different. The fourth section of this chapter discusses the implications of this 
research for policy and practice, a discussion of the limitations of this research, and 
recommendations for future research.  
Key Findings: The Foundations’ Agendas for Increasing College Completion 
This section summarizes the key findings from Chapters Four and Five, which focus on 
the foundations’ theory of change for increasing college completion. First, I will review the 
nature of the problem of low rates of college completion, focusing on why the foundations view 
the current completion rates as a problem for American society. Second, I will review what the 
foundations view as the causes of the problem of low rates of college completion. Third, I will 
discuss their policy goals, that is, what they hope to accomplish by achieving higher rates of 
college completion. And finally, I will discuss their overall strategy and tactics for reaching their 
goals.  
Nature of the Problem 
Both foundations are focused on a similar problem, that of low rates of college 
completion, or in Lumina’s case, attainment. This research finds that the foundations perceive 
inadequate higher education completion to be a societal problem for two main reasons. One 
reason is grounded in concerns that low levels of college completion will negatively affect the 
American economy because employers will be unable to fill available positions and the US will 
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be unable to compete with other countries with more educated populations. The second reason is 
concerned with the inequities that persist for underrepresented students, and the effects of lower 
postsecondary outcomes for low-income students and students of color.  
Starting with the economic case, both foundations state that if postsecondary attainment 
levels do no significantly increase, there will be economic consequences including an 
underprepared workforce and employers who will be unable to fill available positions.16 One 
statistic is frequently cited by both foundations as evidence of the skills gap and the need for 
more people with postsecondary education. Drawing on research by the Georgetown Center on 
Education and the Workforce (research that is funded by both foundations), the foundations state 
that by as early as the year 2020, 65% of American jobs will require some postsecondary 
education (Carnevale et al., 2010, 2011). This statistic is the basis of Lumina’s Goal 2025, and is 
frequently cited by the Gates Foundation as well (Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, 2016; 
Corcoran & Young, 2016; B. Gates, 2015; Lumina Foundation, 2009b, 2013; Merisotis, 2015a).  
 The second component of the problem is equity, or the unequal outcomes in 
postsecondary completion for underrepresented groups and the consequences of this on social 
inequality. My interviews highlighted the foundation’s interest in increasing postsecondary 
degree completion, with a focus on reducing the equity gaps among completers as being both a 
moral imperative, but also necessary to meet the foundations’ goals (Gates #1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 9, 10, 
12; Lumina #1, 3, 4, 5, 7, 9).  
Perceived Causes of the Problem 
 Given the problems described above, the next topic I pursued was what the foundations 
see as the causes of current low levels of college or postsecondary attainment, or current 
                                                          
16 According to Lumina’s annual Stronger Nation report, the current attainment rate of US residents between the 
ages of 25-64 is 46.9%. This attainment rate includes certificates, two- and four-year degrees, and graduate degrees.  
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problems facing higher education. Both foundations discussed causes within higher education 
institutions, with Lumina Foundation also discussing issues with the incentive structures for 
higher education. Overall, the main difference between the Gates and Lumina Foundations is that 
the Gates respondents focused on why students leave higher education, while Lumina focused on 
systemic or structural issues of higher education institutions that preventing more people from 
completing credentials. Part of this difference in how the foundations view these causes may 
stem from their interest in completion (Gates) versus attainment (Lumina). The Gates 
Foundation is primarily concerned with completion, meaning they want to increase the number 
completion among students that are currently enrolled in higher education. It follows then that 
they would be concerned with identifying the points at which students are most likely to leave an 
institution so that they can address those areas. On the other hand, because Lumina is focused on 
attainment, meaning the population’s education level, it follows that they would see these causes 
at least in part through the lens of what is preventing students from being able to complete 
unfinished credentials.  
Among Gates Foundation informants, the most commonly mentioned obstacle to 
completion of higher education degrees was “student loss points,” or points at which students 
leave a higher education institution. Common loss points include the transition from high school 
to college, completion of developmental education, completion of a student’s first college-level 
or “gateway” course, and transfer from a community college to a four-year university (Gates #1, 
2, 8, 10, 12), as explained by the following respondent: 
The problems we saw were mostly with transition points in a student educational process. 
These are things that are often agreed upon in the field but maybe not well understood. 
The transition points for onboarding into college, a transition point for college readiness 
and successfully completing the first [college-level] courses.  
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This focus on loss points as the primary obstacle to student completion aligns with the 
foundation’s investment and design of the Completion by Design (CBD) initiative, which is 
organized around the “Loss/Momentum Framework” (Rassen, Chaplot, Jenkins, & Johnstone, 
2016). The Loss/Momentum Framework identifies four steps in a student’s journey through an 
institution (i.e. Connection, Entry, Progress and Completion), and for each step, discusses “loss 
points,” or points at which students often leave higher education or fail to progress through the 
step, as well as “momentum strategies,” or ways to help students overcome the loss points. A 
feature of this loss point analysis is that it is more of a description of where or when students 
leave higher education, than it is an explanation for why they occur. For example, if students are 
leaving higher education while taking remedial coursework, why is this? What is it about 
remedial courses that cause students to withdraw?  I will return to this point below.  
Meanwhile, respondents from the Lumina Foundation focused on issues pertaining to the 
organization, structure, and funding of the higher education system. To respondents within 
Lumina Foundation, an overarching cause of low attainment rates is an outdated higher 
education system that is institution-based, and awards credits based on length of enrollment and 
credits earned through traditional classroom-based learning opportunities. According to the 
foundation, the antidote to these issues are a postsecondary learning system, in which students 
can earn credits at multiple institutions or through work-based experiences (Lumina Foundation, 
2017e).   
One potential reason for Lumina’s more detailed responses to this question may be 
because staffers at Lumina are more familiar with higher education than their peers at the Gates 
Foundation, either because they worked in higher education institutions, worked in state system 
offices or agencies, or had studied higher education. In contrast, many (but not all) program 
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officers at the Gates Foundation come from outside higher education (Gates #4, 5, 8; Lumina 
#8).  
Policy Goals and Targets 
 Building on the discussion of why low rates of higher education attainment or completion 
are problematic, as well as the perceived causes of that problem, this section focuses on the goals 
of the foundations. That is, what do the foundations ultimately hope to accomplish by addressing 
the problem of inadequate higher education completion? According to interview respondents and 
public statements, the Gates Foundation is primarily motivated to increase postsecondary 
completion as a means of improving the lives of low-income students, first-generation students, 
and students of color. The following quote from a 2009 publication explains the foundation’s 
view that a postsecondary education is the best way out of poverty: 
That leaves only one path out of poverty: college education. Whether it comes as a 
certificate, associate degree, or bachelor’s degree, a postsecondary credential is the best 
bridge between poor students and good jobs. (Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, 2009, 
p. 1) 
 
To the Gates Foundation, a secondary concern is the gap between education levels and employer 
expectations. Meanwhile, at Lumina, the goals are to increase talent development and better 
prepare students for employment and decrease social inequality.  
The foundations have concretized these goals by establishing numerical targets regarding 
the completion of postsecondary degrees and credentials. The Gates Foundation postsecondary 
success strategy was launched in 2008 and set two related goals. The first was to double by 2025 
the number of low-income students who complete a postsecondary degree by the age of 26 (Bill 
& Melinda Gates Foundation, n.d.). A second, later goal was to produce 11 million more college 
graduates by 2025 (Corcoran & Young, 2016; B. Gates, 2015). Meanwhile, in 2008 Lumina 
Foundation established Goal 2025, or the “big goal” of reaching 60 percent attainment by 2025. 
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Like the Gates Foundation, an important component of Lumina’s goal is to close equity gaps in 
postsecondary attainment. However, while the Gates Foundation informants talked less about 
their numeric goals, Goal 2025 is central to Lumina Foundation’s identity. It not only represents 
a goal for the country, but is also the foundation’s goal, against which their success as an 
organization and “thought leader” will be measured. 
Policy Strategies and Reforms 
To meet their goals and numerical targets, both foundations have outlined strategies and 
reforms for increasing degree completion. In this section, as in Chapter 4, I distinguish between 
the foundations’ overarching strategies, and the specific reforms (or tactics) the foundations 
employ as part of these strategies. While both foundations focus on similar strategies— 
redesigning higher education institutions—they are pursuing different reforms.  
The Gates Foundation is focused on ways that institutions can change practice to retain 
more students. The postsecondary success strategy began by focusing its efforts and investments 
on developmental education. This work, which started around 2009, ultimately led the 
foundation to realize that it needed to look beyond developmental education and to focus efforts 
on institution-wide transformation efforts. This phase of the foundation’s work is best 
exemplified by the foundation’s Completion by Design (CBD) initiative. As respondents 
explained, one of the lessons learned from CBD was that institutional transformation is 
complicated and unwieldy and is better understood if it is broken up into component parts. Thus, 
the foundation is currently pursuing a strategy that includes Guided Pathways reforms, as well as 
a set of clearly defined “solutions” or reforms. These include developmental education, digital 
learning, and technology-enabled advising. However, respondents note that the foundation 
intends for these solutions to be implemented at scale, that is, for all students within an 
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institution. Several intermediary actors noted the foundation’s preference for discrete reforms, 
often attributing this to the foundation leaderships’ origins in technology and their resulting 
interest in what these actors refer to as solutions, products or tools. The first intermediary actor 
quoted below describes the foundation’s development of solutions:  
I think that Gates has been in some respects more consistent about their approach. They 
are very strongly thinking about and have invested heavily, whether they're the right 
things is debatable, but they've invested heavily in a set of what they call “solutions” over 
the years… 
 
Another intermediary actor explained that the foundation views these solutions as tools or 
products that will have an impact on student success, perhaps in a way that is similar or familiar 
with Bill Gates’s experience with products at Microsoft:  
Their theory of change I think is much more of, “what are the tools?” They're bringing a 
product to market….It undergirds their theory of change, it orients their theory of change. 
They're continuously looking for the things…looking for the product, if you will, right? I 
think it's frustrating for them because it doesn't result in the gains they want to see, but 
instead of really backing off of the product mindset, because I don't know that you can.   
 
The other primary reform discussed by the foundation was pathways. However, as 
several intermediary actors noted, the foundation is not as publicly supportive of pathways as it 
is its other innovations, and pathways reforms are not included on the foundation’s website 
among the other solutions. Despite that, foundation respondents frequently discussed the 
perceived importance of guided pathways to the foundation’s strategy. Moreover, the foundation 
has invested in numerous national and state-based guided pathways efforts including the AACC 
Pathways Project and the California Pathways Project. Moreover, the foundation also recently 
made a significant investment in Jobs for the Future to provide support to a network of state-
based Student Success Centers supporting community colleges in their states to implement 
guided pathways.  
202 
For Lumina Foundation, the focus is on redesigning the higher education system into a 
“postsecondary learning system” that can take account all learning that students have done, 
regardless of whether it occurs multiple colleges, in the military, or while working, and will 
award credentials based on accumulated learning, rather than credits accumulated. In pursuit of a 
new postsecondary learning system, Lumina Foundation has changed tactics since 2008 and has 
released a new strategic plan released every four years. Recently, the foundation has focused on 
who attends college, how learning is measured, and what constitutes a “high quality” credential. 
In practice, this means that the foundation is focusing on helping adult students return to higher 
education, expanding competency-based education, and encouraging students to pursue 
alternatives to four-year degrees, including shorter-term credentials like certificates and job 
certifications (Lumina Foundation, 2017e).  
Broadly, Lumina’s strategy is focused on institution and system-level redesign and is not 
as detailed as Gates Foundation’s solution-based approach to institutional transformation. 
Moreover, the Gates Foundation is focused on changing how students move through institutions 
(which aligns with their discussion of student loss points), while Lumina is focused on rethinking 
how postsecondary education (or learning) is provided, acquired, and what constitutes a 
postsecondary credential. However, as one former staffer explained, “both of them want policy 
changes and both of them want institutions to act differently in terms of the way they deliver 
education and support services to their students”. 
Lumina reforms are driven by Goal 2025. In an interview with Inside HigherEd, Lumina 
President Jamie Merisotis explained that “We have to focus on adults because it is hard to 
conceive of a way to get to the goal just by focusing on traditional students" (Kelderman, 2014). 
Another program officer echoed this rationale for the focus on adult students:  
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When you're 20 points shy of [the attainment goal], there is a real problem….we can't do 
this within just the existing pipeline. This isn't just about being able to target the 18 to 24-
year-olds who are moving into the system, or the 15-year-olds who are going to be in the 
system soon. We've got to find a way to deal with the 38 million adults in America with 
some college, but no degree… 
 
A respondent who has experience working for both foundation explained one perspective 
on the different approaches of the two foundations. In response to a question I asked about 
whether the respondent has noticed any differences between the two foundations in terms of their 
strategy, this former staffer points to the types of people who are hired and who work at the two 
foundations as having an influence on their respective approaches to the completion movement. 
This individual first explained that Lumina approaches higher education reform by focusing on 
the policy levers that would incentivize institutional changes: 
I think Lumina is more traditional in their approach….What could we do at the policy 
level that we think might leverage a different behavior at the institutional level? I think 
that's the way Lumina in general approaches things.  
 
On the other hand, the Gates Foundation focuses on developing techniques for disrupting the 
higher education space: 
I don't think Gates approaches it that way at all. Gates approaches it much differently….I 
think they approach this from a marketing orientation of disruption and innovation, which 
is not surprising given they’re a family foundation and their founder is Bill Gates of 
Microsoft. I think they approach all problems that way. They hire people that think that 
way, that tend to come not from an academic or educational background for the most part 
and they think of changing, that you create policy that will disrupt. In other words, enable 
different behaviors, maybe even different institutions, but different ways altogether, so 
they're not trying to necessarily create incentives for colleges to maybe move 
incrementally. I think Gates is much more…they think they could have a big 
breakthrough in the same way that technology has big breakthroughs and so I think they 
believe that change can be more dramatic and robust over a shorter period of time.  
 
Working with Intermediary Organizations and States to Leverage Policy Change 
To facilitate the implementation of their strategy and associated reforms, both the Gates 
and Lumina Foundations work with a wide range of intermediary organizations including 
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advocacy and policy organizations, state-membership organizations, research centers, and 
consulting firms and organizations. In both foundations, this has been part of their strategy since 
launching their postsecondary completion strategies. As part of their partnership with 
foundations, intermediary organizations have several roles including managing investments and 
projects on behalf of the foundation, interacting with and educating policymakers, and providing 
technical assistance to states and higher education institutions on behalf of the foundations. 
Moreover, the intermediary actors also work with the foundation representatives to help define 
problems and develop strategies to address these problems.  
Chapter Five also discussed the foundations’ work with state actors and their focus on 
pursuing state policy as a way of either supporting or driving institution-level reform. While the 
Gates Foundation has focused on a small set of ten “focus states,” Lumina is pursuing a national 
completion agenda and often touts the numbers of states that have set an attainment goal and 
have implemented certain policies supported by the foundation. Lumina Foundation focuses on 
encouraging states to set attainment goals and encouraging institutional change and improvement 
through state policy adoption. Here again, intermediary actors play an important role. With 
support from the foundations, intermediary organizations to work directly with state 
policymakers to design legislation such as statewide attainment goals and policies like 
performance funding and offer technical assistance to institutions and state systems or boards to 
implement reforms.  
And as in K-12 reform (Dillon, 2011), the foundations sometimes support the creation of 
new advocacy organizations. The most prominent example of this practice in higher education is 
Complete College America (CCA). As described in Chapter Five, CCA was launched with 
support from Gates, Lumina, Ford, Carnegie, and Kresge Foundations, and seeks commitments 
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from states that are willing to commit to adopting certain higher education reforms. In return for 
this commitment, states become part of CCA’s “Alliance of States” and are eligible for technical 
assistance.  
However, there is a blurry line between educating about social problems or reforms and 
actively encouraging states and the federal government to adopt certain policies. Even when the 
foundations support other organizations to directly lobby and influence policymaking, it is 
important to recognize that the foundations are playing an important and not indirect role in 
statewide policy development and adoption. A 2016 report from Education Commission of the 
States highlighted a shift this leadership role at the state level, noting that in some cases, he 
foundations—and not the state agencies—are seemingly leading reforms efforts in states:  
The Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation and the Lumina Foundation are playing 
important roles in promoting change by using the leverage of state policy reform. While 
the foundations have involved state higher education agencies, their primary strategies 
involve direct contacts with governors’ staff and state legislators with recommendations 
for specific policy changes (for example, setting long-term education attainment goals 
and enacting outcomes-based funding). It is a commentary on the changed and more 
complex state-level policy environment that the state higher education board is not seen 
as the principal leader or point of leverage for reform. (McGuinness, 2016, p. 32) 
 
A potential reason behind the rising influence of the foundations relates to the expanding 
role of “general-purpose governance” and the weakening of education-specific institutions in 
both higher education and K-12 (Dougherty & Henig, 2016, p. 29). In K-12 this shift has most 
notably manifested in the rise of mayoral control of public schools, which is in a place in 
approximately ten cities (Dougherty & Henig, 2016). In higher education, this shift has resulted 
in governors receiving the power to appoint the state’s higher education executive and members 
of the state higher education boards.  
One of the ways that the foundations leverage state policy reform is by providing 
resources. With constrained resources in the states, foundations have had an opportunity to 
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provide needed funds, as well as consulting support to help state leaders develop and implement 
policies, as described by an intermediary actor: 
I would say the impact in quite a few states is quite big. Both Lumina and Gates…There's 
a huge amount of influence. State agencies don't have a lot of resources, so they'll jump 
after some money…There's a lot of what people in these state agencies call policy swirl, 
or initiative swirl, where there's just new projects, initiatives, et cetera, thrown at them all 
the time and when they come with money, they're really hard to say no to. That can be 
difficult to keep up with. It also makes for unpredictable budgets...At the same time a lot 
of these states are really thankful for the resources and the consulting that kind of comes 
with these projects….I think the impact is huge. I think it's a very, very large impact.  
 
A parallel to the growing role of the governor in higher education policy and the 
opportunity that provides for foundations was observed in K12 education as well. In a study of 
the Gates, Walton, and Broad foundations, (Reckhow, 2013) found that these foundations were 
concentrating their giving on districts under mayoral or state control. Reckhow’s interviews with 
foundation officials revealed that their decision to focus on these sites with diminished power 
among local school boards was a deliberate move to increase their influence in the policymaking 
process. In a 2008 interview, Bill Gates echoed this finding, stating that they intentionally 
focused their K-12 investments in cities with mayoral control, where there is “a single person 
responsible.” While I do not have evidence that the Gates Foundation used this as criteria for its 
selection of the ten “focus states”, one former staffer did explain that the foundation looked for 
states “where is there a state policy environment that can influenced, or supportive enough that 
you could scale” a reform.  
How Well Do the Theories of Policy Change Fit My Cases? 
Drawing on the theoretical framework presented in Chapter Two, including the Advocacy 
Coalition Framework and Policy Entrepreneurship Theory, this section will further analyze the 
processes by which higher education actors approach problem definition, solution generation, 
and engagement with partner organizations and the policymaking process. To an extent, the 
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policy theories discussed below help to explain how the foundations make decisions and interact 
with other actors in the policy subsystem. However, as this discussion will show, the policy 
theories can only explain so much, and as a result, this section also highlights ways in which this 
research extends these theories.  
Applying Policy Entrepreneurship Theory: Foundations as Policy Entrepreneurs 
Policy entrepreneurs are typically individuals who bring attention to certain problems, 
propose solutions to address these problems, and bring individuals and organizations together 
around these policy problems and solutions (Kingdon, 2003; Mintrom & Norman, 2009; 
Mintrom & Vergari, 1996). Policy entrepreneurs recognize the power of a strong coalition to 
demonstrate support for policy change and to take advantage of political opportunities 
(McLendon et al., 2014). In these interactions, policy entrepreneurs’ “social acuity” helps them 
to skillfully engage in policy-related conversations, mobilize potential supporters by identifying 
points of agreement, and build coalitions with diverse skills and resources (Mintrom & Norman, 
2009, p. 652).  
As conceptualized by Kingdon, the policy entrepreneur is a singular person. However, in 
referring to “teams of policy entrepreneurs” later literature leaves open the possibility of an 
organization functioning as policy entrepreneur (Lubienski, Scott, & DeBray, 2011; Mintrom & 
Norman, 2009, p. 654). In the literature on higher education policymaking, foundations are often 
grouped together with other intermediary organizations (Gandara et al., 2015; E. C. Ness & 
Gandara, 2014; E. C. Ness et al., 2015), thereby minimizing their political and leadership role in 
education policymaking. Moreover, foundations have sometimes been regarded as supporters of 
policy entrepreneurs, and not the policy entrepreneurs themselves (Reckhow, 2013). However, 
this research suggests that foundations are in fact acting as policy entrepreneurs within the 
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college completion movement, although the two foundations are taking different approaches to 
their role leading and affecting higher education change. This section will discuss those 
differences starting with Lumina Foundation.  
 Lumina is filling the role of a policy entrepreneur in several ways. One role of a policy 
entrepreneur is to help define problems. Since 2008 and the development of Goal 2025, Lumina 
foundation has actively discussed the need for higher postsecondary attainment and has 
consistently positioned and referred to itself as a “thought leader.” In interviews and in public 
statements by foundation leaders, the foundation its members discuss its desire to lead efforts to 
redesign the higher education system and institutions. This mindset was captured by the CEO 
and President, Jamie Merisotis, in 2014 in the paper, The Leadership Model of Philanthropy: 
Another lever we strive to use wisely: our growing status as a thought leader in our field. 
Though we are a comparatively young organization, our staff embodies many decades of 
combined experience in the higher ed and policy arenas. And our work as a foundation 
has made us, in some key ways, expert in at least some of the subject matter. That 
expertise has tremendous value — in identifying promising new ideas, in bringing 
effective practices to scale, in advocating for policies and procedures that can lead to 
significant improvements in college attainment. We are committed to using that 
important tool. (Merisotis, 2014a, p. 5) 
 
Actors from intermediary organizations recognize the foundation’s interest in being a leader, as 
explained by one intermediary actor: “Lumina very much wants to be out front, they want to 
drive an agenda, they have a very clear agenda, they're not afraid to be out front on it and push.”  
Second, as a policy entrepreneur, Lumina is identifying and advocating for policies or 
reforms that states and institutions can adopt to address low attainment rates. Lumina not only 
urges states to set attainment goals, but also supplies policies that states can adopt either through 
its State Policy Agenda (Lumina Foundation, 2017c), through Strategy Labs or through 
convenings. The following quotes from Lumina 2013 Strategic Plan highlights the foundation’s 
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belief in the importance of setting a goal and to develop a plan, but more importantly, highlights 
how the foundation sees its role in this work:  
We believe the first step in creating the conditions for collective action is for groups—
states, communities, higher education systems, and others—to adopt their own goal for 
increased higher education attainment and commit to achieving it. One way Lumina 
mobilizes people to set these goals is by calling attention to the urgent need to increase 
higher education attainment. The next step is for all the relevant stakeholders to jointly 
develop plans for collective action to increase attainment. Lumina can help by responding 
to the demand from those mobilized to take action to know how they can act to increase 
attainment. This guidance can take the form of “playbooks” of proven, effective 
approaches targeted to the needs of employers, metropolitan region leaders and 
community organizations, state and federal policymakers, higher education institutions, 
and others. (Lumina Foundation, 2013, p. 9) 
 
Finally, a key function of a policy entrepreneur is to build teams and work with others to 
create policy change (Mintrom & Norman, 2009, p. 653). The foundation has referred to this 
work as “mobilization.” As discussed in Chapter Five, Lumina Foundation makes connections 
between actors in the field, whether it’s connecting state actors with technical assistance 
providers, organizing either state-based or national convenings, or by “educating” policymakers 
by connecting them with advocacy and policy organizations whose interests are aligned with 
Lumina’s.  
…our strategic approach to mobilization is built on Lumina’s roles as a goal setter, 
thought leader, and honest broker…Success in mobilizing action requires increasingly 
sophisticated approaches to strategic communication, Lumina’s convening authority, and 
thought leadership at the national level. (Lumina Foundation, 2013, p. 10) 
 
The Gates Foundation does not always present itself as a field- or thought-leader in same 
way that Lumina does yet it is also acting as a policy entrepreneur. The foundation’s apparent 
desire to be a less obvious leader in the higher education reform space may be because of the 
frequent criticism of the foundation’s role in reforms like the Common Core State Standards and 
the small school initiative (Dillon, 2011; Layton, 2014; Ravitch, 2010; Strauss, 2014; Vicens, 
2014). However, this does not mean that the foundation is not also acting as a policy 
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entrepreneur. In a 2008 speech at the Gates Foundation, Hilary Pennington, the former director 
of the postsecondary success strategy explained the foundation’s intention to use its “strong and 
persuasive voice” to raise awareness for their goal and build support and advocate for policy 
change: 
We will use our voice—and encourage others to do the same—to raise awareness about 
the urgency of our goal and building support for the policy and financial commitments 
needed to achieve it….Our foundation has a strong and persuasive voice, and we will join 
you in advocating for policy changes and investments proven to get results.(Pennington, 
2008) 
 
Like Lumina Foundation, the Gates Foundation is also instrumental in bringing organizations 
together around a more coordinated effort, rather than having organizations “picking off their 
own agendas”, as explained by this Gates former program officer: 
One of the things that did begin to happen is that there began to be more understanding in 
the beginning of developing relationships with the national organizations that might 
influence either directly, or indirectly the outcome. There began to be investment in, 
"How could ATD actually be leveraged to do this?" "How could you leverage the 
national organizations to actually use their voice in their messaging, and have more unity 
across the national organizations?....AACC, ACCT, PTK, ATD. There was some effort to 
bring that all together to say, "How could the field then contribute in a more coordinated, 
or impactful way than just the individual organizations picking off their own agendas. I 
think there was some investment, not huge, but some investment along that line.  
 
Additionally, the foundation has designed, developed, and supervised several national 
initiatives, including Completion by Design and the Frontier Set. In both cases, the foundation 
supports a number of intermediary organizations to work directly with the participating 
institutions, which in the case of the Frontier Set institutions are implementing the foundation’s 
set of “innovations” including digital learning, developmental education redesign, and advising 
redesign.  
As one respondent explained, both foundations could be considered policy entrepreneurs, 
even though they approach higher education reform differently. This individual explains that the 
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Gates Foundation is “behind the scenes” in contrast to Jamie Merisotis, President of Lumina 
Foundation, who likes to “advocate from the stage”:  
I think Gates you could still classify them as policy entrepreneurs. I think both Lumina 
and Gates fall into that category. It's really a difference is approach more than whether or 
not they're entrepreneurs. You can be an entrepreneur and drive an agenda from behind 
the scenes, you can be an entrepreneur and drive things out front. So, it's more a 
difference in strategy….[Gates] is less high-profile. Merisotis loves to advocate from the 
stage….They [Gates] use others more, contracting, funding grants, funding research. 
They fund a lot of the same projects and initiatives and organization as Lumina, they're 
just less public about it and they're less public about their agenda.  
 
Despite the divergence in the foundations’ willingness to openly act as a policy 
entrepreneur, the foundations have played similar leadership roles within the college completion 
movement. Both foundations have engaged in building an infrastructure for reform, both by 
bringing institutions together as part of a partnership or collaboration (e.g. the University 
Innovation Alliance and the Frontier Set), bringing intermediary organizations together to work 
on providing institutional support, and creating and developing projects and initiatives. In doing 
so, both foundations are acting as policy entrepreneurs, by building up initiatives and by creating 
networks of partners and intermediaries focused on similar work. As a former program officer 
stated:   
I think more times than not, philanthropists want to build those connections, and seek 
opportunities to do that very, very actively through existing associations, or building new 
associations like UIA [University Innovation Alliance], for example. That infrastructure 
building is very much about that. Holding grantee meetings, is something that Gates used 
to do all the time. Lumina used to do all the time…but at least creating a name for 
projects, or a name for initiatives, calling people “partners” or “members.” Yes. It's a 
huge element of creating momentum and a critical mass for change, a critical mass of 
players. You want that. Nine times out of 10 you want that. 
 
There were also critiques of the foundations’ role as a policy entrepreneur. As one respondent 
explained, an alternative approach would be listen more to the field, rather than the set the 
agenda and lead:  
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…to take the time to think about and understand and ask and listen to what's happening 
on the ground in terms of root causes and designing a strategy that's reflective of the field 
instead of leading the field, I guess instead of setting the agenda. I don't know. Maybe 
they're supposed to set agendas, but my perspective is that they shouldn't be setting the 
agenda for the field.  
 
Expanding Policy Entrepreneurship Theory: Program Officers as Internal Policy 
Entrepreneurs  
The previous section applied the theory of policy entrepreneurship to analyze how 
foundations were acting as policy entrepreneurs within the college completion movement. This 
section expands on the existing conceptualization of policy entrepreneurs to examine how  
individual actors within foundations are also acting as policy entrepreneurs by building support 
for ideas and building coalitions around policy strategies and tactics. Although Kingdon’s 
description of policy entrepreneurs does not describe how policy is made within organizations 
(but rather within a policy subsystem), I believe that this theory is applicable here as well. 
Organizations like foundations are political systems within which ideas about problems, 
solutions, and political opportunities are debated. Here again, this study expands on the 
traditional understanding of policy entrepreneurs to show specifics ways that these actors build 
support and sell their ideas to coworkers and organizational leadership. This section will review 
how foundation staff sell other foundation actors, including foundation leadership, on 
understandings of the policymaking process, with a focus on policy tactics.  
When discussing how to generate support for a solution, program officers in the Gates 
Foundation highlighted the importance of being a compelling advocate for a proposal (#2, 4, 7, 
9, 10). As described in Chapter Four, being an advocate often includes having compelling data or 
evidence to support a point of view or a strategy or being able to tell a “good story” about why a 
certain strategy will work and why it should have support within the foundation. Furthermore, to 
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build coalitions, program staffers were connecting both the data and the story it tells, to the 
prevailing norms, beliefs, and assumptions within the foundation. In doing so, the program 
officer is acting as a policy entrepreneur for their reform or strategy.  
As part of the casemaking process, foundation respondents explained that it is important 
to have evidence of potential impacts: “…number 1 is going to be evidence,” explained one 
former program officer. In addition to having evidence in support of a solution area, program 
officers stressed the importance of being able to convince others of the value of a solution or 
reform through compelling storytelling (Stone, 2002; Gates interview #3, 7, 10). Program 
officers explained the importance of having a clear vision for reform, as well as a good story to 
that provides justification for the solutions, and can convince others at the foundation to buy into 
the strategy:  
…you have to have a pretty good story. You have to have a pretty good rationale and it 
has to be…like a hypothesis—it's scientific. You have to have a pretty good justification 
for doing it. Not random. We have a pretty transparent investment process where we have 
to synthesize these ideas and present them in front of a hundred and fifty people and get 
approval or get rejected, get push back….It's not as if as a program officer you can just 
indulge, if that makes sense. 
 
One important audience for the internal policy entrepreneur is foundation leadership. One 
program officer explained how program officers attempted to “sell” Bill Gates on the 
institutional transformation strategy, and the difficulties of doing so, given his preference for 
products and solutions. Here, this individual explains that in order to sell the idea of institutional 
transformation to Bill Gates, it was necessary to show how it consists of more discrete 
components:  
Respondent:  Dev ed started going upstream, first it was dev ed classes, then it was 
gateway classes, then it was guided pathways. It was all this creeping into institutional 
transformation which was always the goal….Quite frankly, just institutional 
transformation was very hard to sell to Bill Gates. It sounded like a long slog and hard to 
wrap his head around. 
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Lahr: It sounds like in order to sell this internally and to Bill Gates himself, it sounded 
like this idea of institutional transformation had to be broken up into some key 
components. 
 
Respondent: Yes. Into something that looked a little more like a solution people would 
adopt rather than a process.  
 
As this respondent explained, it is important to have the strategy leadership on board for an 
investment to move forward. This was echoed by another foundation employee, who discussed 
“positioning” key people in the field to discuss guided pathways with the postsecondary director 
and president: “…it was just positioning key people from the field to have the ear of…our 
director. It was getting our president…on a trip to Tennessee and Texas just to hear people talk 
about it and see it in action.”  
Applying the Policy Entrepreneurship Perspective: Policy Windows for Higher Education 
Change  
If the foundations are acting as policy entrepreneurs, the circumstances that enabled the 
foundations the take on this role are worth examining. Prior to the development of the 
postsecondary strategy, the Gates Foundation was already established as an important policy and 
reform actor due to its work in the K-12 education. However, Lumina Foundation only 
developed Goal 2025 in 2008. This research finds that the Great Recession provided an opening 
for the foundations to take on the role of policy entrepreneurs and to push their vision of higher 
education reform, accompanied by resources to support states and institutions that align 
themselves with that vision.  
Policy windows present an opportunity for a policy entrepreneur to promote a new policy 
or policy change (Kingdon, 2003; Mintrom & Norman, 2009). These windows can take the form 
of socio-economic changes, changes in public opinion, and significant party changes in the 
215 
executive branch or the legislature (Mintrom & Vergari, 1996; Sabatier & Weible, 2007, pp. 
191). One characteristic of an effective policy entrepreneur is the ability to recognize a window 
when it appears, and to seize on the opportunity in pursuit of policy change (Mintrom & 
Norman, p. 652). In addition to effectively reading a situation, policy entrepreneurs use their 
personal and professional networks to leverage policy change (Mintrom & Norman, 2009). This 
section will explore how the recession provided an opportunity for the foundations to seize a 
leadership role in higher education reform.  
In addition to causing higher rates of unemployment, the recession had two more effects 
on higher education. First, the spiking unemployment led to substantial enrollment increases in 
higher education, particularly at community colleges (Ma & Baum, 2016; National Center for 
Education Statistics, 2017a), and second, the recession led to a decrease in state support for 
higher education (McGuiness, 2017). Not only were higher education institutions’ budgets cut, 
but staff at higher education agencies were reduced. One intermediary actor also explained that 
these cuts led to reductions in funds available for professional development and travel:  
And so, from 2008 to 2012, either these state agencies were shrinking, or being 
abolished, or all of their salaries were being cut, and there was no money for travel, for 
all of the professional development opportunities to the extent that there were any. That 
was sort of a void that the foundations…kind of filled in. 
 
At the same time, those left in state higher education leadership positions were facing 
drastically reduced budgets (Intermediary interviews #14, 16, 17; McGuinness, 2016). According 
to the State Higher Education Officers Association (SHEEO), state funding on higher education 
per full-time equivalent (FTE) student began dropping because of the Great Recession. In 2008, 
appropriations per FTE reached a high of $8,372, but these appropriations dropped by 7% in 
2009, 8% in 2010, 4% in 2011 (SHEEO, 2017). By 2012, education appropriations per FTE were 
26% lower than they were in 2008, due to the inability of state and local funding sources to keep 
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pace with increasing enrollments during the recession (SHEEO, 2017). Because of decreased 
funding and increased enrollment, the foundations were able to become important agenda setters 
at the state level due to their funding opportunities, messaging, and strategies for increasing 
student success.  
State agencies, they've always been starved, but they were hit hard in the recession. No 
question that there was a window of opportunity there. Not only was it that states were 
faced with constrained resources, but…enrollments were going up, there was tons of 
noise around retooling and retraining. So there was a lot of angst and it was a great 
window of opportunity for them [Gates and Lumina foundations] to play an outsized role 
within…states in regard to higher ed issues.  
 
  Although as previously discussed, the growing role of governors in education 
governance began before the start of the recession (Dougherty & Henig, 2016), this period was 
marked by “erod[ing] the capacity of other state higher education entities” on one hand, and a 
growing “sense of urgency for fundamental reform” (McGuinness, 2016, p. 29) on the other. 
This report provided several examples of states where agencies were eliminated or consolidated 
including California (defunding and discontinuation of the California Postsecondary Education 
Commission), Connecticut (eliminated the Board of Governors and consolidated the universities 
and community colleges under the Board of Regents), New Jersey (elimination of the Higher 
Education Commission and creation of the position of Secretary of Higher Education and the 
Governors’ Higher Education Council), Ohio (changed the status of the Board of Regents from 
an independent agency to one that is led by the chancellor, who is appointed by the Governor), 
and others (McGuinness, 2016). At the same time, governors were taking control of previously 
independent higher education coordinating agencies, by either “requiring that the executive 
officers be appointed and serve at the pleasure of the governor or in some cases tying the agency 
directly to the office of the governor” (McGuinness, p. 29).  
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In summary, the Great Recession, which coincided with Lumina’s announcement of Goal 
2025, and the Gates Foundation’s creation of the Postsecondary Success Strategy, provided an 
opportunity for the foundations to play a new role in higher education policy. Increasing 
enrollment, combined with reduced budgets for higher education institutions and the higher 
education agencies, and increasing gubernatorial control, provided a unique opening for the 
foundations to help states define the problem, provide ready-made solutions and policies, and 
fund technical assistance to help state implement these policies.  
Applying and Expanding the Advocacy Coalition Framework: Policy Learning about 
Reform Strategies for Higher Education 
In arriving at their current strategies, I find that the foundations’ have undergone a 
learning process whereby they have developed, refined, and changed their reform tactics as they 
learn from the field, from partner organizations, and from past investments. According to the 
Advocacy Coalition Framework (ACF) increased knowledge about a topic or policy context, and 
the diffusion of new information among coalition members can lead to policy learning. This 
process typically leads to subtle policy changes (Jenkins-Smith et al., 2014; Sabatier & Jenkins-
Smith, 1993, 1999; Sabatier & Weible, 2007). It is a slow process that is more likely to happen 
incrementally over a longer period, typically ten years or longer. As an understudied area of the 
overall framework (Jenkins-Smith et al., 2014), this research both supports and adds to the 
literature on policy learning in several ways, including contributing to an understanding of the 
limitations of policy learning. However, this analysis applies policy learning to a new area since 
in its original conceptualization is was designed to explain policy change within a policy 
subsystem. Here it is applied to an organization. 
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One respondent with experience with both foundations explained how strategies change 
and what causes these changes. This respondent discussed how changes can be the result of 
leadership changes, internal politics, and new information learned from program evaluation.  
I think what we think is powerful, within philanthropy, within the foundation, changes a 
lot, and can change very frequently. What we're enamored with, what we think might 
actually be a real change, make a real difference, really our best, and our focus, and our 
attention to those things, fluctuates a lot. I saw much between both [foundations]. I was 
fascinated by what caused shifts like that, and why things were so flexible, and reflexive. 
Part of it had to do with changes with internal politics, and leadership. Some of it had to 
do, I think, appropriately, with evaluation, even though evaluation of outcomes can be 
very short term, and they're…quite short sighted. It is data, and if you see something, and 
you've been looking at it for 2 or 3 years, and you're not seeing any profound changes, 
then you're likely to become enamored of another kind of solution, and less enamored of 
what you're pursuing, and less patient about continuing to pursue something consistently.  
In support of ACF’s theory of policy learning, I find that within the foundations, new 
information led respondents to question their support of tactics or reforms. As outlined the table 
below, I propose that these tactics are analogous to secondary beliefs in the ACF, or beliefs that 
deal specifically with the application of a specific policy, and “…the specific instrumental means 
for achieving the desired outcomes in policy core beliefs” (Jenkins-Smith et al., 2014, p. 191).  
Table 9. Foundations’ Beliefs about Higher Education Reform 
 
Type of Belief Beliefs within the foundations 
Deep core beliefs Growing inequality, unskilled workforce, decreasing global competitiveness 
Policy core beliefs Higher education redesign, institutional transformation 
Secondary beliefs Specific tactics or reforms 
 
 
Within the Gates Foundation for example, respondents discussed how research and policy 
analysis, feedback from partner intermediary organizations, examples of high-performing higher 
education institutions, program evaluations, and past investments led the foundation to make 
219 
changes to their tactics for higher education reform over the last ten years. This is demonstrated 
by their movement from a strategy centered on reforming developmental education strategy, to a 
full institutional transformation strategy (exemplified by Completion by Design) to their current 
strategy, in which they support individual “innovations” (e.g. developmental education, advising 
redesign, and digital learning), but believe that institutions must implement all of these 
innovations at scale to improve student success. As such, changes that they are displaying at the 
secondary belief level affects strategies for improving how higher education institutions operate, 
but at the level of policy core beliefs, the foundation believes that the way to achieve systemic 
changes in via institution-level change.  
As ACF explains, there are several constraints to the policy learning process. This study 
confirmed several of those limitations identified by the ACF.  One constraint is that new 
information is filtered through an individual’s and/or organization’s existing belief system and as 
a result, new information may not be absorbed and applied. As discussed in detail later in this 
chapter, the only information may be considered by a foundation is what supports or confirms an 
existing belief or preference. For example, the Gates Foundation continues to look for 
technology-based solutions to completion challenges despite mounting evidence that these types 
of reforms are not having positive effects on student completion.   
Second, according to the ACF, policy learning is typically limited to secondary beliefs 
and does not affect deep core beliefs or policy core beliefs. This study found no evidence that 
policy learning within the foundations is affecting deep core beliefs or policy core beliefs. As 
such, respondents did not discuss how societal structures—such as socioeconomic inequality and 
its root causes—may affect how students perform in higher education institutions, and how these 
structures may limit the foundation’s impact on student outcomes. This study also found that 
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policy learning is not affecting policy core beliefs, or the foundations’ belief that the idea that the 
way to decrease inequality and increase job preparedness and talent development is by changing 
how higher education institutions operate. Rather, policy learning is affecting the foundations’ 
choice of reforms, which are akin to secondary beliefs, as demonstrated by the changes to the 
reforms employed by the foundations to change higher education institutions.  
 As shown in the table above, I propose that secondary beliefs are analogous with 
foundations’ beliefs about which tactics or reforms will help support their policy beliefs about 
the need to reform higher education institutions. According to the ACF, changes to secondary 
beliefs manifest as relatively small changes to the implementation details of a policy. However, 
in the context this research about foundations, changes to secondary beliefs that result in new 
reforms or tactics may not actually be minor changes.  
However, the magnitude of these shifts likely depends on an observer’s standpoint. When 
the foundations change direction, even at the secondary belief level, these may seem like small 
changes to observers looking for substantial changes to how institutions operate, and yet, these 
changes have potentially significant implications and consequences for institutions and partners. 
For example, when the Gates Foundation shifted from a focus on developmental education 
redesign to improve college completion to a perspective that required institutions to focus on the 
entire student experience from entry (including developmental) education, through completion, 
this was not a small change. However, further research is needed to develop the concept of 
policy learning within the context of an organization as opposed to a large policy subsystem 
(consisting of many organizations and actors).  
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Considering Alternative Understandings of the Foundations’ Analysis of Problems and 
Solutions 
 While the first part of this chapter laid out the foundations’ higher education agendas, 
based on a different analysis of the nature of the problem, its causes, and potential solutions, it is 
possible to imagine how reformers could approach increasing college completion quite 
differently. This section will analyze several assumptions of the completion agenda, and based 
on this analysis, as well as the reflections of intermediary organization actors, will present an 
alternative understanding of problems, causes of those problems, policy goals, and strategies.  
Both foundations are rationalizing the need for increased attainment (Lumina 
Foundation) or completion (the Gates Foundation) by pointing to the positive effects of higher 
education on wages and social mobility, as well as the benefits for employers’ ability to find 
skilled workers. As evidence of the need for more workers with postsecondary education, both 
foundations cite projections from the Georgetown Center for Education and the Workforce 
showing that there will be a 11-million-person gap between the numbers of job requiring 
postsecondary education and the number of people possessing a postsecondary education by 
2025 (Carnevale et al., 2011) as well as other research on the skills gap. Meanwhile, the equity 
and social equality arguments are rooted in data showing the disparities in completion for low-
income students and students of color, as well as the earning benefits of a postsecondary 
education.  
However, some of these claims are based on research that presents one side of these 
issues. With regards to the skills gap, the foundations are accepting two arguments. First, that a 
skills gap is contributing to millions of unfilled jobs, and second, that that by completing a 
postsecondary credential, or some postsecondary education, individuals will gain the skills 
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employers are looking for and require, thus closing the skills gap. While these issues were 
addressed at length in Chapter Four, below are two quotes, one from each foundation, explaining 
their perceptions of the need for more people with post-high school educations. Note that in both 
excerpts, the foundations are only stating that employers are requiring employees with higher 
education levels. They are not making the case that these jobs have changed in measurable or 
demonstrable ways so that only people with higher levels of education are now needed to do the 
jobs. In fact, employers could be raising educational expectations for other reasons. In this first 
quote from the Gates Foundation, they point to manufacturing companies like Caterpillar that are 
now requiring employees have a postsecondary education: 
Too many of our young people are not being effectively prepared for these new jobs. 
Companies like Caterpillar, the world’s largest maker of construction and mining 
equipment and diesel and natural gas engines, increasingly require employees with more 
than a high school diploma. However, they are having a hard time finding them. The 
National Association of Manufacturers reports that 90 percent of manufacturers are 
experiencing a shortage of qualified skilled production employees, including machinists, 
operators, craft workers, distributors, and technicians. These workforce shortages are 
only predicted to grow. The Bureau of Labor Statistics projects that through 2014, more 
than half of all new jobs will require more than a high school diploma. Twenty-two of the 
30 fastest-growing career fields will require some postsecondary education. (Bill & 
Melinda Gates Foundation, 2009a, p. 5) 
 
What the foundations are not publicly wrestling with is the other side of the skills gap 
argument that claims that the average America worker has more education than their job requires 
(Cappelli, 2014) or low wages are the dominant reasons why manufacturers struggled to find 
people to fill open positions (Boston Consulting Group, 2012). Similarly, in this second quote 
from Jamie Merisotis, he claims that attending college is increasingly a prerequisite for working 
in an auto repair shop.  
The majority of new jobs already require postsecondary education. If you need a concrete 
example of that, visit your local auto repair shop. A generation ago, nearly two-thirds of 
America’s car mechanics were high school dropouts. Today, more than a third have 
attended college (Merisotis, 2015, p. 21, emphasis original).  
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The primary issue with this statement is that he is not showing how the job of being an 
auto mechanic has changed in ways that now require postsecondary education. Instead, this 
argument shows that either there is an educational requirement for being a car mechanic that did 
not previously exist, and that this may be case of credentials inflation in the auto repair field.  
With regards to the argument about how increased education will result in social mobility 
and greater social equality, the foundations are basing their goals on the assumption that a 
postsecondary credential or education will help reduce inequality. However, as previously 
discussed in Chapter Four, there is a body of literature that suggests that inequalities are likely to 
persist despite increases in opportunity and rising educational levels because more advantaged 
and privileged people will simply pursue more years of education and more prestigious 
education, either by attending more elite institutions or by choosing majors that lead to better 
paying jobs. One intermediary actor talked about this as being a main obstacle to closing the 
equity gap:   
…it's almost like the system is defined by the gaps that we're trying to eliminate, and that 
the more we support lower income students, the more money wealthier students and 
families would kind of pour into the system in order to maintain…those gaps. So, it's a 
pretty tough nut to crack, but that's what I see is the main obstacle. 
 
As this individual explains, with regards to the completion agenda, the concern is that 
increasing postsecondary education among underrepresented groups will not fundamentally 
reduce equity gaps as wealthier individuals will use their resources to pursue additional 
education, thus maintaining the gaps. This echoes the theory of Maximally Maintained Inequality 
(MMI) discussed in Chapter Four. Research testing the theory of MMI found that in many 
countries, pursuing educational opportunity and access, social structures resulted in a continuity 
of inequality because wealthier people pursued more years of education (Hout, 2006; Raftery & 
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Hout, 1993; Shavit & Blossfeld, 1993). Research testing the related theory of Effectively 
Maintained Inequality (EMI) found that inequalities were also maintained because higher status 
individuals would pursue a more prestigious education, either by attending more elite 
institutions, or by choosing majors that lead to better paying jobs (Lucas, 2001; Lucas, 2009; 
Lucas & Byrne, 2017).  
When it comes to developing strategy to address the reforms, both foundations’ support 
reforms like digital learning and performance-based funding for which the research on the 
effectiveness of the reforms in improving student success are mixed at best (Dougherty et al., 
2016; Hillman & Corral, 2017; Hillman et al., 2015; Kelchen & Stedrak, 2016; Li & Kennedy, 
2017; Xu & Jaggars, 2011a, 2011b, 2013, 2014). However, it is not clear that the foundations’ 
strategies will help to meet the foundations’ goals around the skills gap and social mobility. For 
example, one of the solutions championed by Lumina is competency-based education (CBE). A 
key attribute of competency-based education is that is shortens the time to degree. However, it is 
unclear how CBE will help to close the skills gap. Instead, some forms of CBE, such as prior 
learning assessments, are primarily about identifying already held skills, and rewarding college 
credit for those skills. I am not aware of evidence that CBE is any more effective at increasing 
learning and skill-building than traditional classroom-based teaching and learning experiences.  
Similarly, if the Gates Foundation is ultimately interested in equity and social mobility 
for low-income students, it is not evident that strategies like digital learning will help meet those 
goals. While both digital learning and competency-based education may lead to better ways of 
measuring and assessing learning, they may not necessarily be the best tactics for ensuring that 
students are succeeding or that they are learning the right skills.  Instead, literature on online 
learning in higher education has demonstrated that college students in online courses—especially 
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students who are less prepared for higher education—demonstrate little to no growth over time in 
educational skills compared to students in traditional classrooms (Xu & Jaggars, 2011b, 2013, 
2014).  
Regardless of the correctness of the conclusions drawn by foundations, the researchers 
they cite, or alternative analyses described here and in Chapter Four, the foundations should 
consider a more thoroughgoing engagement with the scientific methods and processes they are 
using to generate conclusions. Without this, they should consider lessening their certainty about 
their positions, and more systematically entertaining alternative perspectives. Consider the costs 
of the associated changes to procedures or organizational culture within the foundation, versus 
the chance to realize the largest potential benefit: improving the success rate of higher education 
reforms in the aggregate. The potential costs of converting selective research into certainty in the 
goal-setting, problem-identifying, and strategy-setting stages of an enterprise are among the 
highest. An incorrect analysis of the nature of a problem can lead to solutions that will not 
actually address the root causes of the problem. These solutions will tax foundation and 
institutional resources. They may also lead to unintended consequences, and all parties incur an 
opportunity cost from the missed chance. 
For example, if the foundations are wrong about the existence of a skills gap, the costs 
could be huge.  If because of foundation advocacy, higher education institutions spend several 
years with an increased focus on helping more students complete any credential (including job 
certifications, short-term certificates, and degrees in any field of study), the costs only begin with 
a potential weakening of academic standards, restricting admission to more prepared students, a 
proliferation of short-term certificates with minimal labor-market value, and creating an over-
credentialed society. Employers could react by devaluating the affected credentials in their hiring 
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processes, potentially leading to unemployment and increased student debt. In this, or any 
situation where the foundations pursued a wrong course of action based on an incomplete 
analysis of the problem, this would represent wasted resources, wasted time and opportunity 
costs for the foundations and for higher education institutions during which they could have 
pursued other strategies.  
However, there are potential costs even in success. To an organization that must 
continually make consequential decisions, a missed chance to improve organizational decision-
making is a substantial cost in itself. Both foundations are observed saying that they “know” 
certain things to be true, whether that is with regards to the nature of the problems in the 
workforce or the strategies that they believe will help them achieve their goals. Sometimes, the 
foundations may cite one study or another to make their point, and in other instances they invoke 
broad research-based consensus, without providing the evidence to back up their claims. For 
example, in discussing the findings from a study by Accenture and Lumina Foundation of an 
employee tuition assistance program, Lumina president Jamie Merisotis claimed that due to the 
study, Lumina “now know[s]” that these programs can benefit employers, employees and will 
help address Lumina’s talent development goals:  
There are thousands of adults in this county who have talent that is waiting to be tapped. 
We now know that talent investments are not only the right thing for employers to do in 
order to help employees secure a promising future, but they also bolster business’ bottom 
line and grow our country’s talent pipeline. (Weathers, 2016) 
 
 However, upon reading the report, the findings were mixed. For example, in some 
programs, the company had a high return on investment, while in other programs, the company 
lost money (Lumina Foundation, 2017f). Moreover, while employees reported personal 
satisfaction and non-monetary benefits from the educational assistance, the actual monetary 
gains were minimal. This is not to say that this program is not valuable. But, it does indicate that 
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this program in a large health care system of 45,000 employees and 12 hospitals is perhaps not 
transferrable to other companies.  
One intermediary actor also addressed this issue of the foundations “know[ing] what 
works” and how this certainty causes people in the field to take steps to ensure that state actors 
are pursuing agendas for the right reasons:  
I think, over my time in this space, I think the foundations have become more resolute in 
a perspective that they have a point of view and they maybe think they know what works 
and want to fund activities that drive towards those predefined positions and outcomes, as 
opposed to some of the more exploratory types of efforts where we want to try some 
things and let's see what happens….I've literally had people say, "We know what 
works…We need more people to do it." To me, that's a dangerous perspective, and I 
think it's something that, in my role, I'm always trying to manage in making sure the 
work that we're undertaking in partnership with the philanthropic community is meeting 
the needs of our…constituents in the states, and where there's alignment with what state 
folks are asking us for and some of the goals and objectives and strategies that the 
foundations have, I think that's great. I just want to make sure that we're not just parroting 
somebody else's world view, because, for lack of a better word, our brand of neutrality is 
really, really important. As soon as that goes away, we're not as valuable to our partners, 
so we have to guard that carefully. 
 
Perhaps the foundations will end up being right about their positions on issues like the 
skills gap. But, right or wrong, there are potential benefits to the foundations and to the field 
from a process that more fully considers and acknowledges alternative perspectives on the nature 
of problems as well as strategies or solutions to address those problems. Consider, especially, the 
potential to realize gains from grappling with research and opinions stating a finding that goes 
against or challenges what the foundations “knows” compared to the costs of staking out a 
position without first considering the ongoing arguments on both sides. In doing so, the 
foundation would at least strengthen its own argument by acknowledging competing 
perspectives and explaining why they are going in one direction and not another.  
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Implications for Policy and Practice  
 As the completion agenda enters its second decade, the findings of this research – about 
how foundations make decisions about their education agendas and their role in the 
policymaking process – highlight implications and considerations for the movement as it moves 
forward.  
Developing the Right Skills  
Both foundations studied here argue that postsecondary education has the immediate 
impacts of people receiving needed training in preparation for employment, and ultimate benefits 
to the economy. However, as previously explained, there is insufficient evidence that simply 
earning a certificate, associates or bachelor’s degree necessarily equates with higher skill levels, 
or maybe more importantly, the right skills.  
Given their goals, the foundations should focus on supporting better coordination 
between employers and educational institutions to ensure that students are learning the skills and 
knowledge to be successful in their chosen careers. A critical part of this work would be for 
educational programs to create transparent learning outcomes that are developed in cooperation 
with employers, and to then regularly assess these outcomes to ensure that students are meeting 
the program learning objectives. Moreover, as jobs change, employers can work with faculty 
members to revise program and course content to ensure that programs are up to date and 
students are prepared for employment. This would also address concerns from recent research 
showing that recent graduates struggle to find positions that apply their skills and knowledge 
(Arum & Roksa, 2014). 
This argument has been presented by academics inside and outside the field of higher 
education, as well as by policymakers. One economist has challenged those promoting the skills 
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gap argument, stating that what is needed is not more highly skilled people but rather, people 
trained to possess the right skills:  
The danger is not that we will run out of tasks humans can usefully perform or that 
required skill levels will be catastrophically high; it’s that misguided anxiety about skill 
gaps will lead us to ignore the need to improve coordination between workers and 
employers. It’s this bad coordination—not low-quality workers—that presents the real 
challenge. (Weaver, 2017) 
 
Higher education researchers have presented similar claims (Bailey et al., 2015; Cleary, 
Kerrigan, & Van Noy, 2017; Rosenbaum, Ahearn, & Rosenbaum, 2017; Rosenbaum, Deil-
Amen, & Person, 2006). In their 2015 book, Redesigning America’s Community Colleges, Bailey 
and his colleagues suggested that academic programs in community colleges needed to develop 
clear program-level learning outcomes in coordination with employers and four-year 
universities, and backwards design their courses based on the skills and knowledge students need 
for employment and further education (2015). In this model, program faculty would assess and 
track how well students are mastering these learning outcomes, and faculty would use this 
information for professional development, instructional improvement, and to make any changes 
to program content.  
Rosenbaum and his colleagues have offered similar perspective on the need to align 
educational opportunities with employer requirements (Rosenbaum et al., 2017). They argue that 
postsecondary education is not necessarily required for many skilled positions:  
College faculty report that occupational programs, and the jobs they lead to, often require 
solid eighth grade to 10th grade academic skills, but not necessarily college-level 
academic skills. Students must learn professional standards and skills, but often not high 
academic skills. (Rosenbaum, 2017) 
 
One of Rosenbaum et al.’s main points is that being college-educated does not necessarily mean 
that graduates are more able to succeed in the workplace. This argument is also put forth by other 
researchers, who argue that employers do not necessarily pay more for college graduates because 
230 
they have gained certain skills and knowledge that contributes to their productivity (Brown, 
1995; Collins, 1971; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). As part of his critique, Collins shows that 
educational requirements for jobs rise faster than demand for new skills (1971). A similar finding 
was included in a study by Burning Glass, which found that in many occupations that had not 
previously required a bachelors’ degree (including IT help desk technicians, and office or 
administrative support positions), the “substance of work” has not changed, but employers are 
using a bachelor’s required as a way of screening applicants (Burning Glass Technologies, 2014, 
p. 4). Moreover, research is mixed on whether individuals with bachelor’s degrees are more 
productive than those without bachelor’s degrees (Collins, 1971; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005).   
Given this research and the foundations’ focus on helping close the gap between 
employer expectations and potential employees’ education, and the longer-term benefits for 
students of completing a credential, foundations may be better able to address this issue by 
focusing less on how many people attain a certain level of education, but rather, focusing on the 
quality of that education. This will be more difficult, and Lumina Foundation has made efforts to 
further this work with the development of the Degree Qualifications Profile and other quality 
assurance efforts. Strengthening this work would help both foundations make the case that their 
policies would help students gain the right skills knowledge for their chosen field of study and 
rebut criticism that they are counting any credential towards their goal. As intermediary actor 
crystallized this concern:   
I personally have always been nervous about quantifying the goal and relying too heavily 
on it ... I think actually Lumina's worse than Gates on this but ... because it creates all 
kinds of perverse behavior if you're not really guarding against it. In just counting 
anything that will hang together and somebody can slap a label on it and call it a 
credential. I've always been nervous about that.  
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 Ultimately, the measure of a credential’s value and its impact on a students’ earning 
potential and social mobility is determined by what happens to a student after they graduate. As 
such, it is critical that foundations and other college completion advocates look beyond their 
numerical goals and take a longer view in considering the effectiveness of their strategies and 
reforms.  
Strengthen the Analysis and Identification of Root Causes  
One of the goals of this research was to better understand how higher education actors, 
and philanthropic foundations, view the root causes of problems in higher education. Another 
way of stating this question is, given the goals of individuals and organizations interested in 
increasing college completion, what is causing low rates of college completion? The importance 
of these root causes is that they are the link between goals, social problems, strategies, and 
reforms. However, this research suggests that root-cause definition is a weak link within their 
higher education agenda planning processes. If goals and strategies are developed absent a 
rigorous discussion of the causes of the problem, then it is unlikely that the strategies will 
ultimately impact the goals. Kingdon theorized that policymaking does not happen in linear steps 
(2003). This research supports that finding, but also suggests that a reason why policymaking 
does not happen in linear steps is because people do not plan or think about policy development 
linearly or with attention to all stages of the policymaking process.  
 In a 2013 article in the Chronicle for Higher Education, one person who was interviewed 
for the story explained that the Gates Foundation “start[s] with the assumption that something is 
broken. Then they take the next step of decided what the fix is before they really understand the 
problem" (Parry et al., 2013). To this point, I return to the discussion of what the foundation 
respondents identified as the causes of the problems of low higher education completion. The 
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Gates Foundation respondents discussed the points at which students leave higher education as 
the primary barrier to completion. However, this loss point analysis is more of a description of 
where or when students leave higher education, than it is an explanation for why they occur. For 
example, if students are leaving higher education while taking remedial coursework, why is this? 
What is it about remedial courses that cause students to withdraw? 
Meanwhile, according to respondents from Lumina Foundation, an overarching cause of 
low attainment rates is an outdated higher education system that is institution-based, awards 
degrees based on number of credits earned, and in which credits are earned through traditional 
classroom-based learning opportunities. However, this analysis places much of the blame on 
institutions for students’ low completion rates. While this may explain their chosen reforms, 
including incentivizing performance through outcomes-based funding and offering credits 
through alternative learning experience, these tactics either bypass the institutions completely (in 
the case of prior learning assessments), or incentivize institutions to change while at the same 
time reducing their budgets and not providing capacity or resources to help institutions improve 
(in the case of performance-based funding) (Dougherty et al., 2016). In both of these examples of 
reforms, the institutions are not directly assisted with changing in ways that would improve 
student success.   
An intermediary actor explained that one reason why the foundation’s analysis of 
problems is not deeper is because they have not worked in higher education institutions (or, “on 
the ground”), and do not realize how complicated these institutions are, and how complicated the 
problems are: 
I don't know how deeply they think about their root causes. I don't know. Part of that is I 
don't know how many of them have been on the ground. I think they're all like, very well 
... by them, I guess I'm talking about the program officers, but they're very well 
intentioned, very smart. That's why I think they can look across and like, piece out things, 
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but I feel like you have to know students to then have your eyes open to, "Oh, this is 
much more complicated." I know they know it's complicated, but this is much more. 
There's like a more holistic way that we should be thinking about this or getting to 
understand what the root cause is.  
 
Use of Research, Including Research that May Challenge Existing Ideas or Beliefs 
 In the section that analyzed alternate understandings of the foundations’ definition of the 
problem and solutions to increase completion rates, I discussed the foundations’ tendencies to 
claim that they “know” things to be true. Throughout interviews and in foundations’ documents 
are references to the research or evidence that supports their arguments around the problems 
associated with low college completion rates and the solutions that can improve postsecondary 
success. However, as one intermediary actor explains, there is a distinction between truly 
evidence-based practices, and those that are not: “I think that there are some truly evidence-
based preferences and I think there's some preferences that there's a veneer of ‘this is evidence-
based’ but that might not hold up under strict scrutiny”. This section will highlight three ways 
that research intersects with the foundations’ decision-making processes: one, selectively relying 
on research that supports a point of view; two, proceeding with a perspective despite evidence 
pointing to a contrary perspective, and three, the use of “killer studies” (Henig, 2009).  
Perhaps not surprisingly, oftentimes the research and evidence that the foundations cite 
backs up their ideas about higher education reform. This supports the theory of policy learning, 
which highlights the tendency to discount information that does not fit their beliefs. Several 
intermediary actors also observed the foundations’ tendency to seek out confirming information 
and research, as opposed to research that tests their ideas or higher education agenda. One actor 
observed the different approaches of the two foundations, sharing the opinion that Lumina is less 
likely to support independent research than the Gates Foundation: 
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Lumina doesn't really fund research unless they're doing it to advance their agenda, 
whereas Gates will fund very independent basic research. To me that's a pretty big 
difference with a lot of meaning…..They're very, very different, Lumina and Gates. So, I 
had a very large research grant from the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation…It was very 
hands-off, very supportive….They were very open to whatever we found. They were 
fantastic partners, just the way you want a funder. If we needed something from them, 
they were there. If we didn't, they didn't bother us. You know? They wanted it to be as 
empirical and serious and quality as it could be.  
 
With regards to Lumina, another respondent also noted the foundation’s preference for funding 
research that will support their existing ideas rather than research that may challenge it:  
I do think Lumina falls a little bit more to that side of seeking out and only paying 
attention to what confirms they're preconceived policy solutions and reacting pretty 
strongly to any research that may contradict their current thinking.  
 
This same respondent offered the opinion that the reason for this is at least in part due to the 
foundation’s role as a thought leader or policy entrepreneur and the degree to which the 
foundation has been so public about its goals and solutions. Per this respondent, this has made it 
difficult for the foundation to admit when they may be wrong: 
I think part of it is because they're so public on their goals and their solutions. It would be 
very hard for them to abandon that course....you don't want to be wrong, or admit to 
being wrong. I'm not necessarily saying they are, but if that's the frame, then you're going 
to want to seek out confirming information.  
 
While Lumina Foundation may seek out evidence that supports their ideas, the Gates 
Foundation similarly pursues technology-based solutions despite research showing that college 
students in online course demonstrate little to no growth over time in educational skills compared 
to students in traditional classrooms (Xu & Jaggars, 2011b, 2013, 2014). As this intermediary 
actor explains, evidence of impact is sometimes overwhelmed by “interesting ideas” and “great 
personalities,” citing the Gates Foundation use of courseware as an example:  
People get swept away by interesting ideas, great personalities, and often the actual 
evidence isn't there. The only other thing…I have a lot of skepticism about the emphasis 
that Gates puts on technology and technology-enhanced courseware. Again, unless I'm 
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just missing a whole lot of research, I have not seen the evidence that suggests to me that 
that should be a core prong.  
In addition to these two examples of how research is used (or not) to inform their 
agendas, both foundation have also used what Henig (2009) calls the “killer study”. The killer 
study was part of a discussion on the “politicization of research” in which policymakers who 
may lack of interest in sorting through multiple and often conflicting studies can instead point to 
one definitive study to make a point:  
Most political actors, however, do not have the time or inclination to sift through multiple 
studies….Because one of the important demands of their role is to convince others, they 
are anxious to be armed with “killer studies”: studies so strong and compelling that they 
appear to settle issues once and for all. (Henig, 2009, p. 145) 
 
 A good example of the foundations’ use of a “killer study” is the Georgetown Center on 
Education and the Workforce (CEW) studies on projections for employment and education 
(2010, 2012). These two studies (the original one was updated in 2012) serve as the basis for the 
foundations’ numeric goals and are frequently cited by both foundations to support their work. 
As discussed in Chapter Four and in this chapter, there are valid critiques of the studies by the 
Georgetown CEW, but the foundations’ do not grapple with these findings, explain why they are 
supporting one perspective over another, or fund additional research that may shed further light 
on a topic. I believe there is a need for the foundations to contend with research, perspectives, 
and points of view that may not support their solutions or their perspectives, and to recognize 
these opposing viewpoints not as a threat to their agendas, but perhaps as an opportunity to 
understand why they may face resistance to aspects of their higher education work.  
 Both foundations are pursuing agendas that include reforms that may fundamentally 
challenge the role of higher education institutions, as well as the role of faculty within those 
institutions. If these and other foundations are genuinely interested in building a supportive 
coalition or constituency for their work, then recognizing alternative perspectives and 
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acknowledging their arguments may be an important first step. A report by the Chronicle of 
Higher Education described what it can be like for those with a competing perspective, and the 
challenges of penetrating an “echo chamber of like-minded ideas” that has resulted from 
foundations’ support of confirming evidence: 
Gates's rise occurs as an unusual consensus has formed among the Obama White House, 
other private foundations, state lawmakers, and a range of policy advocates, all of whom 
have coalesced around the goal of graduating more students, more quickly, and at a lower 
cost, with little discussion of the alternatives…The effect is an echo chamber of like-
minded ideas, arising from research commissioned by Gates and advocated by staff 
members who move between the government and the foundation world. Higher-
education analysts who aren't on board, forced to compete with the din of Gates-financed 
advocacy and journalism, find themselves shut out of the conversation. Academic 
researchers who have spent years studying higher education see their expertise bypassed 
as Gates moves aggressively to develop strategies for reform.” (Parry et al., 2013) 
 
As it stands, the foundations are moving forward with their agendas, and many states and 
institutions are implementing aspects of their reforms. However, without dialog, 
acknowledgment of, and engagement with competing perspectives, and an opening to being 
wrong and changing direction, there is a continued threat that millions of dollars will to be spent 
with no real progress toward helping students complete college credentials of value, advance in 
their careers, and become more socially mobile.  
Implications for Strategic or Advocacy Philanthropy in Higher Education 
 
Within the literature on strategic or advocacy philanthropy, foundations are described as 
being focused on generating impacts and bringing a top-down approach to education reform, 
often using policy as a way to compel school- or institution-level change. Further, observers 
often lament a lack of accountability for foundations.  This research highlights another new 
impact on this type of more philanthropy.  In K-12, where the strategic or advocacy philanthropy 
genre has been studied the most, foundations are not setting goals or numeric targets in the same 
way that Gates, Lumina and others in higher education have done. This sets the stage for 
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potential accountability and assessment of the role of foundations in education reform that 
heretofore has been missing. For example, Lumina’s continued drive towards Goal 2025 
provides an opportunity for the foundation to face some accountability for its strategy and 
reforms should they not meet their goal.  
 
Limitations & Areas for Future Research 
 This study presents new findings about how the two largest philanthropic foundations 
focused on higher education reform develop their higher education agendas including a detailed 
analysis of their goals for college completion, current causes of low completion or attainment 
rates, their strategies for reaching the goals, and how they expect to implement their strategies. 
Moreover, this study also included interviews with actors at intermediary organizations that work 
closely with both foundations. These interviews revealed how the intermediary actors perceive 
the foundations’ agendas, their critiques, and their own views on increasing college completion.  
While the body of research on the role, behavior and influence of foundations is growing, 
few studies have focused on higher education and the deliberations that go into the development 
of a reform agenda. That said, this was an exploratory study, and as such, there are aspects of the 
completion agenda, and the role of foundations and intermediary organizations that I was not 
able to pursue. Moreover, the theoretical discussions and implications of this study require 
further research and analysis. This section will begin by discussing limitations of the present 
study. Next, I will describe ways in which future research could address these limitations and 
further explore how foundations engage with other higher education actors and build network or 
coalitions within the higher education subsystem. Finally, this section will discuss the theoretical 
implications of this study and how future research can build on these findings.  
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One limitation of the present study is that it includes only two foundations focused on 
higher education reform. Although these are the largest philanthropic contributors to 
postsecondary reform, there are dozens of other national and state-based foundations and public 
charities that fund research, technical assistance, and institutional adoption of new higher 
education reforms including Great Lakes, Joyce, Helios, Irvine, Kresge Foundation, and others. 
For several reasons, it is not clear whether findings from this study would translate to these other 
foundations. One, these foundations are smaller and invest less money each year. Two, several of 
these foundations are focused on particular regions of the country, and it is not clear whether and 
how this may impact their goals, identification of problems and solutions. Second, this study did 
not include state and institution-based higher education reform actors, who are vital to 
implementing the strategies and tactics described in this research.17 As Chapter Five discussed, 
states are where both foundations focus their theory of change, with Lumina encouraging states 
to set attainment goals and develop state policies that will help institutions reach those goal and 
the Gates Foundation, focusing its advocacy and implementation work on its ten “focus states.”  
To address these limitations and to more fully examine the role of foundations as political 
actors and their interactions with individuals and organizations in the higher education field, this 
study suggests several areas for further research. First, to extend this study, future research 
should focus on the relationship between state higher education actors and the foundations, 
including how state actors perceive the foundations’ agendas, and why they adopt the 
foundation’s policy recommendations (or not). State higher education actors could include state 
higher education executive officers and other state higher education leaders at coordinating 
boards and governing boards for both two- and four-year institutions.  
                                                          
17 Because this study focused on how the foundations developed their higher education agendas and interact with 
intermediary actors, state-based actors were not included.   
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In addition to these state higher education leaders, given the growing role of general-
purpose governance systems (Dougherty & Henig, 2016) and given the foundations’ interest in 
policymaking (Lumina, in particular), research investigating how governors and their education 
advisors perceive the foundations’ agendas and their advocacy and education roles is warranted. 
As part of this work, I would also investigate how these state leaders view the role of 
intermediary organizations in assisting with the development and implementation of state policy. 
And finally, related to the relationship between foundations and states, future research should 
build upon the finding of this study related to window of opportunity that the recession provided 
for foundations to take a leadership role in state policymaking for college completion. This was a 
topic that emerged late in the interview process, and although I found evidence in support of this 
finding, it warrants additional research. Did state higher education leaders experience a 
tightening of their budgets during the recession, and what if any role did that play in their 
willingness to work with foundations? 
Second, future research should include additional foundations involved in higher 
education reform. This study focused on the Gates and Lumina Foundations because they are the 
largest and the most influential in higher education. However, other foundations noted above 
invest in similar reforms, and in some cases co-fund various initiatives with Gates and/or 
Lumina.18 Research with these and other foundations would examine whether the findings from 
this study about Gates and Lumina would apply to these other foundations, or whether they have 
different perspectives on the college completion agenda. Moreover, additional research could 
                                                          
18 One example of a co-funded project is Strong Start to Finish, which is working with four states to help increase 
the number of students who enter college-level programs of study within their first year. This project is co-funded by 
Gates, Great Lakes, and Kresge Foundations. See: https://strongstart.org/. 
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explore how these smaller foundations interact with Gates and Lumina Foundations, to examine 
if and how they are influenced by them, and how these foundations form coalitions.   
Finally, although the goal of this study was to examine the role philanthropy in higher 
education reform, it is worth considering in future research how these findings compare to the 
role and behavior of philanthropic foundations in K-12. There are notable differences between 
philanthropy in K-12 and higher education, including the number and size of foundations in each 
sector, which may affect the relationship between intermediary organizations, state actors, and 
institutions and the foundations.  
This study highlights several theoretical implications and the need for further research in 
these areas as well. The first stems from the previous discussion of foundations as policy 
entrepreneurs and policy actors. This research suggests that future research conceptualize 
foundations as their own category of political actors in K-12 and higher education reform. As 
previously discussed, foundations are sometimes classified as intermediary organizations, or as 
organizations that fund actual policy entrepreneurs. However, this study’s findings about the 
political role that foundations are taking on is supported by research into foundations’ role in 
policymaking and advocacy in K-12 education reform by Reckhow (2013) and Tomkins-Stange 
(2016). Building on the conceptualization of foundations as political actors, this study also points 
to the need for additional research both into other foundations and whether they too could be 
classified as policy entrepreneurs.   
Further, although this study included interviews with foundation respondents and actors 
from a variety of intermediary organizations about their beliefs and how those beliefs relate to 
various problems and potential solutions, further research is needed to identify coalitions within 
and across the higher education reform subsystem, as well as how they become an advocacy 
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coalitions, the role of foundations in bringing these coalitions together, and what beliefs unite 
them. A study of these coalitions would build on existing research applying the Advocacy 
Coalition Framework, as well as the research on strategic or advocacy philanthropy.  
Finally, the findings from this study how the foundations’ gather, interpret, and apply 
research and evidence to their strategy development process (or not). However, future research 
should explore how foundations privately grapple with research and evidence that may contradict 
or challenge their existing beliefs and ideas about education reform. How do they decide whether 
to continue to pursue a strategy in light of information that may be undermining their theory of 
action?  
Conclusion  
Within the context of the national college completion agenda, this study focused on how 
two leading philanthropic foundations develop their higher education agendas and how they 
interact with intermediary organizations, state policymakers, and higher education institutions.  
This study utilized a policy origins and policy change framework to explain the foundations’ 
processes and then used the findings to further expand these theories. This study drew on this 
framework to help address the gap in the literature related to the decision-making processes that 
occur within foundations as they develop their education agendas.  
 This study found that foundations are influential political actors within the higher 
education completion agenda. For example, the foundations successfully raise awareness of their 
goals, problem definitions, and solutions, and take an active role in seeking out support for their 
higher education agendas. They also impact both state policy and institutional behavior, although 
further research should be devoted to better understanding this relationship.  
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More broadly, the field—intermediary organizations, policymakers, and institutions—
should push the foundations to back-up their agendas with a more transparent deliberative 
process, and to more publicly grapple with research, evidence, and opinions that challenge what 
they “know.” As previously described, the potential benefits of improved strategy development, 
and the costs of error, are significant, not only for their reputations and in their continued 
effectiveness at influencing policy, but also for higher education institutions and systems that are 
implementing many of the foundations’ solutions, on already tight budgets, and with little to no 
financial assistance. Moreover, the correctness of an individual strategy must be weighed against 
the benefits of a more open, self-skeptical approach to strategy. Ongoing, transparent, systematic 
engagement with the research community as they develop and refine their strategies can only 
strengthen their argument and their agendas.  
As discussed in Chapter Four, the foundations tend to listen to “trusted partners.” A more 
inclusive approach would diversify the information they depend upon and facilitate a deeper and 
more informed policy learning and deliberative process, thus helping to strengthen the 
identification of root causes of low completion as well as solution development in the context of 
the completion agenda.   
 The benefits of this approach may be the greatest when examining the most basic 
assumptions. Although foundations are setting completion or attainment goals to increase 
equality, social mobility, and support a healthier economy, obtaining a credential is still just one 
part of a larger effort to support these outcomes. Higher education exists within a larger system 
that intersects with healthcare policy, housing policy, and tax policy, which collectively impact 
individual social and economic outcomes. Given their larger objectives, and the significance of 
these other powerful forces, foundations can find opportunities to improve strategy-setting 
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even—indeed, especially—in the most basic questions: to what extent can higher education 
contribute to improving these outcomes, and what are its limits? And does making degree 
attainment more accessible, with shorter and cheaper credentials, correlate most strongly with the 
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Appendix A: Foundation interview protocol 
 
Background 
1. Explanation of study 
2. Secure statement of consent to tape the interview 
3. Explain the sequence of questions  
4. To start, could you state your name and position at [organization]? How long have 
you been in this role?  
 
Problem Identification 
1. Given the foundation’s goals, what do you see as major educational issues or 
problems you and others in the completion movement are most focused on? 
2. Why do you think these particular problems are the ones that are receiving attention? 
How did they come to be the big problems? 
3. Who first started talking about these problems?  
4. Thinking about those concerned with the completion agenda, has there been much 
change during the last few years to the problems people are paying attention to?  
i. If yes, what prompted these changes? Did anyone or any group in particular 
prompt these changes? 
5. How do these problems align with those that the foundation is most focused on? 
Probes: 
i. Was there someone within the foundation that first started talking about these 
problems? 
ii. Perceived social and educational importance (ask what made this seem socially 
important) 
iii. Past experience/reforms addressing this problem? 
iv. Research on the problem(s) 
v. Other organizations or people in the field are interested in similar problem 
vi. Thought there would be political interest 
6. What was the process like of gaining consensus within the foundation around these 
problems?  
i. How long did this process take? 
ii. Who was involved in these discussions? 
iii. Did senior leadership have to sign off? 
7. Did you think that the foundation should address these problems and if so, why? 
8. How were intermediary organizations involved in the identification of problems in 
higher education? Or in helping the foundation think through problems? 
 
Solution Development: I’d like to shift away from talking about problems to talking about 
solutions to address these problems.  
1. Broadly, how does the foundation decide on solutions to address these problems? 
2. [using an example they mentioned] When did this first get mentioned as a possible 
solution?  
3. Where do you think did the idea for [insert solution] came from? Probes: 
i. Other foundations 
ii. National or regional membership associations  
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iii. Advocacy or policy organizations  
iv. Business organizations 
v. Researchers or research organizations 
vi. Past reform efforts 
4. What particular features of this solution made it attractive to the foundation? Probes: 
i. It fit the foundation’s sense of its social mission 
ii. It would work effectively, based on past policy experience or research 
findings 
iii. It would fit within government budget constraints 
iv. It would fit with the general cultural/political climate 
5. Who were the primary supporters of this solution within the foundation? 
6. What was the process like of gaining consensus within the foundation around these 
solutions?  
i. How did they generate support for this policy within the foundation? 
ii. How long did this process take? 
iii. Who was involved in these discussions? 
iv. Did senior leadership have to sign off? 
7. Did the foundation consider other solutions to address the issues we discussed earlier? 
i. Why did these other solutions not get supported by the foundation? 
 
Building Support in the Field 
1. Did the foundation think that it would have to generate support for the problems or 
solutions we discussed? Or were these ideas already embraced by the field? 
2. If they were already embraced, what prominent organizations were already engaged 
in similar work? 
i. What do you think brought these organizations together?  
ii. What makes these people or organizations important?  
iii. Is there any interest or belief that holds sway across this group of 
organizations? 
3. What is the foundation’s role within this coalition? 
4. If the foundation needed to build support, how did it go about that doing that?  
i. Use of data, research, public opinion polls, etc? 
ii. Experts in the field 
iii. Pointing to others who are interested in the issues 
iv. Student stories 
v. Connecting to past reforms 
vi. Involving interest groups (e.g. minority groups? HE associations?) 
5. What do you think brought these organizations together? Can you give a recent 
example? 
6. What circumstances gave these strategies [mention ones that they talked about] 
particular resonance? Probes: 
i. Compelling data 
ii. A dramatic event or crisis 
iii. Research or technical information 
iv. Past experience working together.  
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7. Along the same lines, how does the foundation react to new information about its 
strategies? Have you seen this cause the foundation to change course? 
8. What has the foundation done when it discovered that a policy does not seem to be 
working as intended? 
 
Working with policymakers 
1. How does the foundation generate support or the problems and solutions among state 
policymakers? Were there certain state that the foundation thought would be better or 
more willing partners? If so, which ones and why?  
2. Were there states that the foundation decided to stay away from? If so, why? 
3. What strategies helped to generate support for the problems and solutions among state 
policymakers?  Probes: 
i. Public opinion (polls, etc.) 
ii. Data or research? 
iii. Media  
iv. Comparisons to other states, institutions, or countries? 
v. Experts in the field 
vi. Pointing to others who are interested in the issues 
vii. Student stories 
viii. Connecting to past reforms 
ix. Involving interest groups (e.g. minority groups? HE associations?) 
4. In what ways did the foundation engage with state policymakers? Who did the 
foundation work with?  
5. Did the foundation anticipate any obstacles to generating support for their solutions? 
If so, how did the foundation plan to deal with those obstacles? 
 
Impacts 
1. Do you believe these policies are beginning to have an impact on the problem we 
discussed earlier?  
2. If so, how is the foundation measuring the impact of these policies? Probes: 
i. Increased discussion of the issues 
ii. More states/higher education systems are adopting the policy 
solutions/making commitments 
iii. Institutions are changing their practices (if so, how?) 
3. Have there been any changes in student outcomes due to these policies? 
i. If so, what is the evidence? 
ii. How do you know that these policies are the ones that are having an impact 
(as opposed to other initiatives)? 
iii. If not, why not? 






Appendix B: Intermediary interview protocol 
 
Background 
1. Explanation of study 
2. Secure statement of consent to tape the interview 
3. Explain the sequence of questions 
4. To start, could you state your name and position at [organization]? How long have 
you been in this role? 
 
Goals & Problem Identification 
1. What are your main goals for the completion agenda?  
2. What do you see as the main problems in higher education? What is causing current 
low rates of graduation? 
3. Why do you think these particular educational problems are the ones that are 
receiving attention? How did they come to be the big issues? 
4. Who first started talking about these problems? Where do you think a sense of the 
importance of these problems first arose? Probes: 
5. Thinking about those concerned with the completion agenda, has there been much 
change during the last few years in the problems that people are paying attention to?  
i. If yes, what prompted these changes? Did anyone or any group in particular 
prompt these changes? 
6. How are these problems similar or different from the problems that Gates and Lumina 
foundations are focused on? Are there additional issues that they focus on? 
7. Have you noticed differences in the types of problems that Gates and Lumina focus 
on? What do you think accounts for this? 
8. In your work with Gates and/or Lumina, do you help them to identify important 
problems? If so, how?  
i. What information or evidence do you use? 
ii. What information or evidence seems to be most compelling to foundation staff? 
 
Solution development: I’d like to shift away from talking about problems to talking about 
solutions to address these problems.  
1. What do you think is the most promising strategy/solutions for reaching the goals you 
mentioned? 
2. Broadly, without focusing on specific solutions yet, from your perspective, how do 
the foundations generally identify solutions or strategies?  
i. Do organizations bring the ideas to them? Are they developed together?  
ii. Any differences between Gates and Lumina? 
3. What do you see as the foundation’s overarching approach for meeting their goals?  
4. What problem is this trying to address?  
5. Where did the idea for this strategy/solution come from? Probes: 
i. Past reform efforts 
ii. National or regional governmental associations e.g. NCSL, NGA, WICHE 
iii. Advocacy or policy organizations  
iv. Business organizations 
v. Researchers or research organizations 
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6. To your knowledge, what other strategies/solutions did the foundation consider in 
order to address the problems we discussed earlier? 
i. Did any of these other ideas also get supported by the foundation? 
ii. If not, why? 
7. What particular features of this solution [name one they mentioned] do you think 
made it attractive to the foundation? Any differences between Gates and Lumina? 
Probes: 
i. It fit the foundation’s sense of its social mission 
ii. It would work effectively, based on past policy experience or research 
findings 
iii. It would fit within government budget constraints 
iv. It would fit with the general cultural/political climate 
8. What do you see the foundations’ biggest challenge in enacting their solutions?  
9. How does the foundation react to new information about problems or solution? Have 
you seen this cause them to change course? 
 
Building Coalitions 
1. What are the prominent organizations or who are the individuals involved with [name 
solution they mentioned]? 
a. What do you think brought these organizations together? Was it the 
foundation? 
b. What makes these people or organizations important?  
c. How closely together do these organizations work?  
d. Is there any interest or belief that holds sway across this group of 
organizations? 
2. Were there other organizations in particular that the foundation wanted to involve? If 
so, which ones and why? 
3. What is the foundation’s role within this group? 
4. What do you think brought these organizations together? Can you give a recent 
example? 
a. How long did this process take? 
b. Who was involved in these discussions? 
c. Where did they take place? 
5. What organizations bit? Why? Who did or didn’t bite and why? Probes: 
a. Shared interests? Shared beliefs? 
b. Is there any interest or belief that holds sway across the coalition? 
6. Collaboration between intermediaries: 
a. What are the benefits of collaboration between intermediary organizations? 
b. What are the challenges of collaboration? 
7. More generally, have there been solutions that the Foundation argued that didn’t 
catch on in the field? If so, why? 
 
Policymaking 
1. How does the foundation generate support among state policymakers for their 
solutions? 
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2. Were there certain states that the foundation thought would be better or more willing 
partners? If so, which ones, and why? 
3. On the other hand, were there states that the foundations (and partners) decided to 
stay away from? If so, why? 
4. What strategies have you found to be most effective at generating support for the 
issues and policy solutions among state policymakers?  Probes: 
i. Public opinion (polls, etc.) 
ii. Data or research? 
iii. Media  
iv. Comparisons to other states, institutions, or countries? 
v. Experts in the field 
vi. Pointing to others who are interested in the issues 
vii. Student stories 
viii. Connecting to past reforms 
ix. Involving interest groups (e.g. minority groups? HE associations?) 
5. What is the role of your organization in this process? 
6. Does your organization often collaborate with others in this process? 
7. To your knowledge, did the foundation anticipate any obstacles to generating support 
for PF or pathways? If so, how did the foundation plan to deal with those obstacles? 
 
Impacts 
1. Do you believe that this work is beginning to have an impact on the problems we 
talked about earlier? Why do you think so? Do others agree? 
2. How is the field assessing the impact of this solution? Probes: 





Appendix C: Codebook 
 
Guidelines: 
 Global code for type of interview: Gates employee, Lumina employee, Intermediary actor 
 Global code for type of Intermediary actor: consultant, policy/advocacy, research, 
membership organization 
 For intermediary interviews, code for the appropriate foundation referenced 
 
1. Global codes: 
 Gates Foundation  
 Lumina Foundation 




 Membership organization 
2. Foundation history/background 
3. Goals 
 Ultimate goals (e.g. for country, economy, etc.) 
 Numerical goals (“targets”) 
 Goal development 
4. Problem in HE (Causes of low completion) 
 Problems in higher education 
i. Institutions 
ii. Students 
iii. Systemic problems 
iv. Other 
 Process of identifying problems 
i. Involvement of intermediary actors 
ii. Use of research, data, evidence 
iii. Change in issues over time 
 Who started talking about these issues 
i. Other foundations 
ii. National or regional membership organizations 
iii. Advocacy or policy organizations  
iv. Research organizations 
v. Business organizations 
vi. Past reform efforts 
 Process of gaining consensus within the foundation 




 Differences between foundations 
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5. Solution development  
 Main solutions 
 Solution identification process 
i. Internal process 
ii. Expert advice 
iii. Research 
iv. Other  
 What features of solution were attractive to the foundation? 
 Primary supporters within the foundation 
 Process of gaining consensus within the foundation 




 Solution discontinued 
 Policy Learning 
 Differences between foundations 
6. Theory of change 
 Intermediary organizations 
i. Which intermediaries 
ii. Role of intermediaries 
 State policymaking 
i. Which states 
ii. Strategies for generating support 
1. Public opinion (polls, etc.) 
2. Data or research? 
3. Media  
4. Comparisons to other states, institutions, or countries? 
5. Experts in the field 
6. Pointing to others who are interested in the issues 
7. Student stories 
8. Connecting to past reforms 
9. Involving interest groups  
iii. Strategies for reaching policymakers 
 Role of foundation 
i. Raising awareness 
 Higher education institutions 
i. Institutional collaboration 
 Anticipated or actual obstacles? 
7. Intermediary organizations 
 Problems in higher education 
 Solution development 
 Casemaking to foundations 




 What makes certain solutions appealing to foundations? 
 Challenges in working with foundations 




 Foundations’ approach to higher education reform 
 How foundations view role of intermediaries 
 Critiques 
8. Impacts 
 What impacts 
 Measuring impacts 
i. Increased discussion of the issues 
ii. More states/higher education systems are adopting the policy 
solutions/making commitments 
iii. Institutions are changing their practices 
iv. Changes to student outcomes 




Appendix D: Foundation Documents 
 
Table 10. Lumina Foundation Sample Documents 
Document Type and Title Year 
Strategic Plans  
     Lumina Foundation’s Strategic Plan: Goal 2025 2009 
     Lumina Foundation’s Strategic Plan 2013-2016 2013 
     Lumina Foundation’s Strategic Plan for 2017 to 2010 2017 
Books and Articles  
     America Needs Talent, by Jamie Merisotis 2015 
     The Leadership Model of Philanthropy, by Jamie Merisotis 2014 
Guides  
     Four Steps to Finishing First in Higher Education: A Guide for State Policymakers 2009 
     Four Steps to Finishing First: An Agenda for Increasing College Productivity to Create a Better-Educated Society 2011 
     Capitalizing on Postsecondary Education to Develop In-State Talent: A Transition Memo for Governors 2017 
     Lumina Foundation’s Equity Imperative: Committed to Equity and Excellence in Higher Education 2017 
     Lumina State Policy Agenda: 2017-2020 2017 
Reports  
     From the Ground Up: An Early history of Lumina Foundation for Education 2007 
     Going for the Goal: Lumina Foundation for Education 2008 Annual Report 2008 
     America’s Call for Higher Education Redesign: 2012 Lumina Foundation study of the American Public’s Opinion on Higher  
     Education 
2013 
     What America Needs to Know about Higher Education Redesign: The 2013 Lumina Study of the American Public’s Opinion on    
     Higher Education and U.S. Business Leaders Pol on Higher Education 
2014 
     Postsecondary Education Aspirations and Barriers: the 2014 Gallup-Lumina Foundation Study of the American Public’s Opinion on  
     Higher Education 
2015 
     Americans Value Postsecondary Education: 2015 Gallup Lumina Foundation Study of the American Opinion on Higher Education 2016 
Speeches  
     Reaching the Big Goal: An Agenda for States, SHEEO Annual Meeting, Jamie Merisotis (July 14, 2010) 2010 
     Aligning Public Policy, Higher Education, and the Nation’s Degree-Attainment Imperative, Association for the Study of Higher  





     Remarks at the National Governors Association Annual Meeting, Jamie Merisotis (July 18, 2011) 2011 
     Postsecondary Education: The Case for Systemic Change, Skilled Workforce State Summit, Minnesota Chamber of Commerce,  
            Jamie Merisotis (October 29, 2012) 
2012 
     The Changing Higher Education Agenda … and the Trustee’s Role as Change Agent, Pennsylvania Association of Councils of  
           Trustees (PACT), Jamie Merisotis (April 16, 2013) 
2013 
     The Future of Postsecondary Education, Education Commission of the States, National Forum on Education Policy, Jamie  
           Merisotis (June 28, 2013) 
2013 
     Redesigning Higher Education … from the Inside Out, NACUBO Annual Meeting, Jamie Merisotis (July 15, 2013) 2013 
     A Stronger Nation through Higher Education, Council for Opportunity in Education, Annual Conference, Jamie Merisotis  
           (September 9, 2013) 
2013 
     Toward Learner-Centered Higher Education: Why Faculty-Led Assessment is the Key, National Assessment Conference, Texas  
           A&M University, Jamie Merisotis (February 18, 2014) 
2014 
     The boat is rocking … so set a new course, Oregon Higher Education Symposium, Jamie Merisotis (January 29, 2014) 2014 
     Shaping a Changed American Higher Education System: Defining Your Role, American Marketing Association, Jamie Merisotis  
           (November 12, 2014) 
2014 
     All Americans are 'college material'–and they must be, UPCEA Annual conference, Jamie Merisotis (March 23, 2017) 2017 
     North America Needs Talent, Annual Conference of Polytechnics Canada, Jamie Merisotis (June 1, 2017) 2017 
Blog posts  
     Navigating the “New Normal”: Lumina National Productivity Conference 2010 
     "Perfect storm" skills shortage threatens economy, but we have a path forward 2017 
     Rising to the Attainment Challenge: States Target Data, Equity 2017 
     Achieving education equity in the United States  2017 
News Articles  
     Lumina's Leader Sets Lofty Goals for Fund's Role in Policy Debates 2009 
     Jamie Merisotis follows traditional business principles to map out goals and strategies for Lumina Foundation 2012 
     Lumina-funded group seeks to lead conversation on competency-based education 2013 








Table 11. Gates Foundation Sample Documents 
Document Type and Title Year 
Editorials  
     Funding Completion, Hilary Pennington, Inside HigherEd (February 22, 2011) 2011 
     Bill Gates: My Plan to Fix the World’s Biggest Problems, Wall Street Journal (January 26, 2013) 2013 
     National Alliance Vows to Increase Degree-Attainment for Low-Income Higher Ed Students, Daniel Greenstein, Huffington Post  
           (October 8, 2014) 
2014 
Guides and Reports  
     Next Generation Learning: The intelligent use of technology to develop innovation learning models and personalized educational       
     pathways 
2010 
     Completion by Design: Concept Paper, by Hilary Pennington and Mark Milliron 2010 
     The Strategy Lifecycle: A Guide 2011 
     Improving Our Work with Grantees: A Progress Report 2012 
     Postsecondary Success: Strategy Overview 2013 
     Grantee & Partner Survey Report 2014 
     Postsecondary Success Advocacy Priorities 2015 2015 
     Postsecondary Success Advocacy Priorities 2016 2016 
     Postsecondary Success Strategy Overview 2017 
News Articles  
     Behind Grass-Roots School Advocacy, Bill Gates, New York Times 2011 
     How Bill Gates Throws his Money Around in Education, Washington Post 2011 
     How Gates Shapes State Higher-Education Policy, Chronicle of Higher Education 2013 
     Bill Gates Rolling Stone Interview, Rolling Stone 2014 
     Next Phase for Gates’s Completion Agenda, Inside Higher Ed 2015 
     Gates Foundation Fine-Tunes Its Focus in Higher-Education Policy, Chronicle of Higher Education 2015 
Speeches  
     Speech to the Forum on Education in America, Hilary Pennington (November 11, 2008) 2008 
     Speech to the American Council of Education, Hilary Pennington (March 8, 2009) 2009 
     Raising the Bar on College Completion, American Association of Community College, Melinda Gates (April 20, 2010) 2010 
     Speech to the Council of Chief State School Officers, Bill Gates (November 19, 2010) 2010 




     Remarks to the Accelerating Latino Student Success (ALASS) Institute Conference, Dan Greenstein (October 12, 2017) 2017 
Other  
     Redefining Opportunity in America: College Readiness and College Completion 2008 
     Postsecondary Education Success  2009 
     Postsecondary Success Fact Sheet 2009 
     Three Policy Priorities for Improving Success Beyond High School, By Hilary Pennington and Greg Shaw 2010 
     Foundation Giving $110 Million to Transform Remedial Education (press release) 2010 
     Four Solutions We Believe In, by Daniel Greenstein (blog)  2015 
     (un)Conventional Wisdom: Bridging the Digital Divide, by Daniel Greenstein (blog) 2017 
 
 
